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Abstract: 
This practice-based research addresses the challenges that face the animation practitioner 
in the Arab region. In engaging with this topic it highlights the contrast with international 
animation producers, and also seeks to analyse how Arab animation cinema is represented 
and understood in the West. It introduces Arab animation history, and the animation 
industry as it currently exists in the Middle East. I suggest the reasons why there have been 
so few animated shorts and feature-length films successfully produced in the Arab world, in 
spite of their being a rich literary and cultural heritage. This study reveals a number of 
cultural, religious, political and economic issues related to Arab animation cinema, both in 
relation to its history and in regard to its place domestically and internationally. This 
research explores how YouTube and other social media became the main platform for Arab 
animation artists to distribute their political works during and since the 'Arab Spring' in the 
Middle East. The immediate consequence of this is an explosion in the exposure of Arab 
animation artists and their work to the world, in comparison to the very limited opportunities 
and freedoms of the past.  Moreover, this study seeks to open up a conversation about the 
possibility of showing animated films that include Arabic content to Western audiences. This 
is complex in the sense that the place and presence of Arab animated stories are affected 
by how the representation is perceived within its production context and conditions of 
exhibition. My research will result in original knowledge, to be made available to Arab 
filmmakers, the Arab film industry and international academics addressing and championing 
animation, by engaging with conceptual questions, creating a critical practice methodology, 
and applying research-led practice methods. 
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Introduction: 
 
The popularity of animation cinema rises every day, and sustains both adult and child 
audiences across a range of platforms from feature films to internet web-episodes.  This is 
an important backdrop and inspiration for my work. As a Jordanian practitioner I graduated 
with a Master's degree in Animation from Newport Film School, University of South Wales. 
By the end of my study, I had made a short animated film called Missing (2010)(figure 1, on 
the DVD). This short animated film has been screened at numerous international and Arab 
Film Festivals (See appendix 1). It became the vehicle which inspired me to undertake 
further post-graduate research, in that it helped position me as both an animation filmmaker 
and a Jordanian filmmaker literally on the world stage. I was able to attend numerous 
festivals and it became clear that there were many aspects of possible research to 
undertake about the place of contemporary Arab animation cinema both within the history 
of animation cinema, and as a model of production in the contemporary era. Interestingly, 
therefore, this short film became one of the main methods of data collection for my research 
by enabling me to meet filmmakers, academics and festival curators. This short film has 
enabled me to investigate Arab animation cinema within a wider cultural and production 
context.  It helped me to address the problems and the challenges that face the animation 
practitioner in the Arab region in contrast with international animation producers1, and also 
to analyse how Arab animation cinema is represented and understood in the West. 
 
It is worth mentioning that there is an Arab animation history, and it has had some attention, 
which I will discuss later. Further, much to the surprise of many of my Western colleagues, 
there is indeed an animation industry in the Middle East. However, when I was attending 
festivals, such as the Tokyo Short Film Festival 2011, the Chicago Children’s Film Festival 
and the Cambridge International Student Film Festival 2011, I observed that I was the sole 
Arabic animation director that had attended and presented their animated short film. The 
common question that international animation filmmakers posed of me was ‘Why is it that 
not many Arab animation films are seen at international film festivals and in the world 
marketplace?’ and further, it was often suggested that this might be related to the current 
global perspectives about Islam and the Arab religion.
                                               
1I recommend making a short animated film before starting a similar PhD, and sending it to international festivals.  
The filmmaker/researcher will have many more opportunity to collect data for the research study via attending 
international festivals. 
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Figure 1.Missing (2010), Directed by Tariq Alrimawi [DVD] 
 
This may be seen to be ironic given the global production of animated material. Significantly, 
animation today is used in many fields such as TV series, multimedia, game design, web 
design, TV advertisements and films. However, despite its prominence in the worldwide 
popular entertainment industry there is a considerable absence of established Arab 
production in animation and filmmaking for the domestic market. This is clear from the 
tendency of importing foreign animated productions for the Arab audience. Moreover, and 
importantly, there is a lack of representation of 'real' Arabic cultures and stories, and a lack 
of invention in using the language of animation to communicate with other cultures. Wells 
(2002:1) suggests: 
 
Animation is arguably the most important creative form of the twenty first century. 
Animation as an art, an approach, an aesthetic and application informs many 
aspects of visual culture, from feature-length films to prime-time sit-coms; from 
television and web cartoons to display functions on a range of new communications 
technologies. In short, animation is everywhere. 
 
Arguably, though, not quite ‘everywhere’. The Middle East views animation differently. The 
Egyptian filmmaker Shafik (2007: 9) points out that Arab countries have produced thousands 
of live-action feature films. Among these countries Egypt, also known as the 'Hollywood of 
Arabia', has made the majority of them. Ironically, given that this seems to indicate that there 
is a buoyant production culture, Al Sahar studio, one of the biggest animation studios in 
Egypt, has had financial difficulties since 1998 in attempting to complete their first Egyptian 
feature length animated film, The Knight and the Princess (Ghazala, 2011). It is worth 
mentioning too, that Egypt had a strong history of animation production during the 1930s and 
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1940s, by the Frankel brothers before they moved to France in early 1950s. They created 
the oldest extant animated projects in the Arab world and Africa, and produced a series of 
short films featuring the heroic character, Mish Mish Effendi (Ghazala, 2011: 6). One of 
these is a short propaganda film against the Nazis which was funded by the Egyptian 
government during World War II, asking the Egyptian people to donate towards the national 
defence (figure 2)(Ghazala, 2011: 6). However, even with these early achievements, it 
remains important to investigate the reasons why there have been so few animated shorts 
and feature-length films successfully produced in the Arab world since, after this apparently 
successful start.  
 
 
Figure 2.Mish Mish Effendi: The National Defence (1939). Directed by: Frankel brothers 
 
There is an irony in that there are such a small number of animation films based on local and 
national myths when Arab culture has a lot of magnificent stories as sources suitable for 
adaptation. This seems particularly challenging as the fairytale is widely used in the 
production of animation films elsewhere, sometimes borrowing from Arab culture, for 
example, tales from One Thousand and One Nights. However, attending the international 
and Arab film festivals, and talking to producers and filmmakers, it is clear that these Arabian 
stories have not been used by Arab filmmakers in making animation films, and there is no 
belief that even if they were used, that the films would impact upon the international 
marketplace.  When I presented my animated film at Arab film festivals, I observed very few 
animated films from Jordan, Egypt, Algeria and Iraq were screened beside my film, and 
sometimes none at all, while the majority of films from the Middle East in these festivals were 
live-action and documentary films. It is clear that the animation industry in Arab countries is 
small in comparison with the Western industry; there is a lack of interest in animation by 
Arab filmmakers, while ironically, Western animation films have extensively used Arabic 
sources that may have provided material suitable for both home markets and export. Given 
this situation I have decided to explore a number of religious, cultural, political and economic 
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issues associated with Arab animation cinema, both in relation to its history and in regard to 
its place domestically and internationally.   
 
The published material about animation in the Arab world is very limited and it is hard to find 
resources related directly to the subject. Moreover, it is hard to access official archives and 
libraries dedicated to the history of animation films in the Arab world, and it seems that Arab 
animation history is almost being wilfully lost, as it is not considered valuable or significant. 
Only two published references related to Arab animation history were found; the first one is 
Cartoons: One Hundred Years of Cinema Animation by Giannalberto Bendazzi (1994) and 
the second is the booklet Animation in the Arab World, A glance on the Arabian animated 
films since 1936 by Mohamed Ghazala (2011).  These materials are valuable, but they do 
not cover the animation history of 22 Arabic countries. It will not be possible, then, to 
research and write a history of animation cinema in the Middle East, but rather to do two 
things. First, to at least draw attention to the fact that there is a tradition of animation 
production in the Middle East, and that in both its known historic context, and the 
contemporary era of production, this can be addressed as a viable model of animation 
cinema that raises key issues and questions of representation that are useful to address. I 
view my research as an opportunity to contribute original knowledge to Arab filmmakers, the 
Arab film industry and international academic contexts addressing and championing 
animation, by engaging with conceptual questions, creating a critical practice methodology, 
applying research-led practice methods, and developing this thesis. 
 
The current knowledge about, and position of, Arab animation production encouraged me to 
look for more animated films produced by Arabs and to bring further attention to Arab 
animation heritage, while also engaging Arab filmmakers to conduct primary research about 
the aesthetic of their works and the challenges that they face. Alongside this investigation, I 
also co-operated with Arab artists to make some practical work, in order to engage with 
aesthetics and production challenges first hand, having for example, to deal with religious 
official authorities. It was my aim in this practice to establish if I could create a guide to using 
Islamic resources for Arab animation filmmakers. I realised that this was perhaps one of the 
most important aspects of the production, since even before I am ‘an animation filmmaker’, I 
am a Muslim, who is committed to his faith, Islam.  It is important then to see how the work is 
affected by this perspective, in that any film made that might have religious subject matter or 
connotations has to be produced with sensitivity and care.  
 
Chapter One shows the process of shaping the research questions and choosing the 
research methods suitable to answer those questions raised as part of the historical enquiry. 
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This includes case studies, practical work, primary interviews, and an address of narratology 
and metaphor as key aspects of representation. Chapter Two demonstrates what Arab 
animators and studios have done in the past through to the present, addressing how Arabs 
use their folktales from historical and religious sources, and seek to export their animated 
films to the international film market.  This chapter also explores how YouTube and social 
media became the main platform for Arab animation artists to distribute their political works 
during the 'Arab Spring' in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, Syria and elsewhere in the Middle 
East since 2011. The immediate consequence of this is an explosion in the exposure of Arab 
animation artists and their work to the world, in comparison to the very limited opportunities 
and freedoms of the past, determined by regimes exercising control and censorship over 
traditional media such as television. From the point of view of my research, the ‘coincidence’ 
of the Arab Spring enabled me to reflect upon a development in Arab animation history ‘in its 
moment’, which in turn enabled me to have a broader perspective in analysing the conditions 
of production in the past, and what was permitted and executed under certain political, 
cultural and economic conditions. 
 
Chapter Three focuses on the relationship between the Arab/Islamic world and the West, 
and looks at Islamophobia, Orientalism and the stereotyping of Arabs and Muslims through 
Western animated films and cartoons. Also, I seek to open up a conversation about the 
possibility of showing animated films that include Arabic and Islamic content to Western 
audiences. This is complex in the sense that the place and presence of Arab animated 
stories is affected by how the representation is perceived within its production context and 
conditions of exhibition. It is possible then to make potentially conducive ‘products’ that can 
be shown in the West and the Middle East, but these will always be subject to the political 
and economic conditions in which they might be shown.   
 
In Chapter Four, a number of religious feature length animation films that tell stories about 
the Prophets are discussed. This is the most problematic area of representation, but should 
not be confused with broader issues of ‘representation’ in other contexts. In my discussion I 
am thinking about representation more broadly, and offering some specific ways in which 
animation is particularly useful in offering additional tools to enable different kinds of image 
construction. This study provides valuable information in this regard by revealing the 
practical problems of representing the prophets non-physically when making Islamic films, 
and then tries to solve these problems through the practice of making a number of short 
animated videos. Ultimately, the practical results were submitted to the Islamic councils in 
Jordan and the United Kingdom, in order to help create a guide for Arab filmmakers who 
might in the future make animation films using original Islamic resources. According to the 
6 
 
regulations, Arab filmmakers must submit their films before production to a state committee 
to obtain permission and a license to make the film (see appendix 2 and 3, in Arabic). In my 
research, then, I am addressing the challenges that Arab filmmakers are seeking to 
overcome in making their animated films, and as such I will conclude by looking at the 
questions raised, and what the outcomes of my study were, and try to suggest why this 
study is important to Arab animation filmmakers. However, and in some senses ironically, as 
a Muslim researcher, my own practice and study are conducted in relation to my own ethics 
and moral values, related to Islam. Therefore, for reasons of religious tradition, I will not be 
able to show any human figure of the prophets including Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) in this 
thesis. It is hoped however that I will be able to offer a suggestive survey of contemporary 
Arab animation film-making, situated in its historic, economic and cultural context, and to 
offer some insights on ‘representation’ in Arab animated cinema accordingly. 
 
List of Illustration: 
 
 Figure 1. Missing 2010. Directed by: Tariq Alrimawi [Film still] Jordan/UK: International Film School 
Wales, Newport University. 
 Figure 2. Frankel brothers. 1939.Mish Mish Effendi: The National Defines.[Online video still]. Available 
at: <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TkYy2u2kQiQ>[Accessed 10 September 2013]. 
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Chapter 1: Contextual Review 
 
1.1 Locating the research questions 
 
Research questions are the vital first steps in any research. They guide you towards 
the kinds of information you need and the ways you should collect the information. 
They also help you to analyse the information you have collected.  
(Lewis & Munn, 1997:5) 
 
At the beginning of the study, I understood that the research questions would emerge from 
the experience that I have as an Arabic animation filmmaker. The research is fundamentally 
about reviewing Arab animation films and thinking about animation in Arab culture. I decided 
to start with an analysis of the history of animation in the Arab nations of Jordan, Egypt, 
Syria, Palestine, North Africa and the Gulf. The analysis looked at the historic production of 
animations in Arab countries in terms of content, outlook, aesthetics and so on. In addition, 
an examination of the representation of Arab stories in Western animated films, such as 
Disney’s Aladdin (1992), Azur and Asmar (2006), Sinbad: The Legend of the Seven Seas 
(2003) and many other Western productions has been made. This study will review the 
reasons behind the weaknesses of the animation industry in the Arab world, assessing the 
religious, economic, cultural, censorial and political context.  
 
All previous discussions about Arab animation are important and could be responded to 
using different methods. Indeed, it is a rich subject and gives me the opportunity as an 
Arabic animation filmmaker to contribute knowledge about Arab animation through my 
research studies as there is a lack of materials about animation in the Arab world. I intend to 
focus, though, on one area and to explore it with as many possible tools as part of my 
methodology. My intention is to produce art-practice-based research. It has been a subject 
of discussion between my supervisors and me that the challenge in a Ph.D. by Practice is to 
balance the expectations of conceptual thinking, theoretical thinking and practical thinking.  
The literature review, then, is helpful in bringing together those variables towards a solution 
that will shape my research within an academic context. Sullivan (2009: 43) claims that ‘the 
emergence of practice-led research and other practice-based descriptions of how artists 
explore, express and communicate their views is evident in the new roles and 
responsibilities they are taking on within institutional settings’. Consequently, it is important 
to ask what the practice itself is speaking to and what kind of research questions it is seeking 
to answer. 
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Basically, I would like to improve my knowledge about Arab animation through my research 
study, as well as trying to improve the animation industry in the Arab world by finding 
solutions for the problems that we have in the Arab region with regard to animation 
production, as addressed later on in my discussion. The international animation and film 
festivals that I have attended have helped me to indicate the problems that we have in Arab 
animation and to try to find solutions through my research. I have created the following 
diagram to clarify my approach to my study and how the practice will be important for my 
research: 
 
 
Diagram (1): An applied model that demonstrates the relationship 
between context, questions and methodology (See appendix 4) 
 
 
I started with the geographic scope of the Arab countries such as Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, 
Syria, Palestine, UAE, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Morocco and Algeria. Then this geographic 
scope was divided in relation to the forms of representation available, given what the 
animation production companies and artists could produce in these countries, such as TV 
series, TV advertisements and films. However, I am an animation filmmaker, thus my 
personal bias goes to the animated film form only, and I am not interested in the other form. 
The remaining media could be addressed by other Arabic animators and artists, however, 
using my diagram. An Arabic artist in another medium could decide to do his or her study, for 
example, 'TV animated series in Egypt'. This diagram could generate many research ideas 
and subjects that might improve the academic knowledge about the animation industry in the 
Arab world. 
 
After I chose animated film as the media of my study, because of my personal interest, I 
developed the study’s key questions by thinking about the points of enquiry suggested when 
I attended the international and regional film festivals and it became obvious that there was a 
lack of Arab animation represented. The key questions are: 
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1. Why have there not been any Arab animated feature-films for the international 
market? 
2. What issues and considerations would there be if an Arab animated film were to be 
made now, for the international market, using Arab resources (folktales, history, 
religion, etc.)? 
3. Why do Arabs not use their stories successfully to produce animated films, but 
Western countries do? 
These questions could be answered using different methods such as historical analysis, 
case studies, the use of primary interviews, narratological analysis, the study of metaphor, 
etc. but the main method used is practice. After I made this diagram, I understood more 
deeply the relationship between my practice and theory, and how my practice could answer 
the research questions within an academic framework.  Moreover, the most suitable 
methods that I could use for my research emerged as practice-based ones.  
 
I would like to use stories from Arab resources to reach both the domestic and international 
animation markets. Arab cultures are rich in stories such as ones from ‘One Thousands and 
One Nights’ and other folktales. Moreover, there are the stories of the Holy Qur’an. In 
addition, there are many political stories that could offer inspiration from the Middle East. 
Nonetheless, there is lack of animation films in the Arab region, and it is important to ask 
why this is so. 
 
As I mentioned in the introduction, Western animation studios have extensively used Arabian 
folktales sources, and Arab animation studios do not have the ability to compete with 
Western production values at the moment, so it is logical that Arab studios may not see a 
competitive benefit of producing such films. Moreover, due to the power of censorship in 
some Arab countries, many potential political animated films could not have been made, 
distributed or broadcast. Such powers have been applied less since the ‘Arab Spring’, a 
point which will be discussed further in Chapter Three. There are still the stories of the Holy 
Qur’an, many of which it would be possible to adapt as animated films. However, using the 
Qu’ran inevitably raises other kinds of issues and questions, as discussed on the following 
paragraph. 
 
Using stories of the Holy Qur’an is a great challenge. Firstly, there are many religious figures 
who could not be depicted physically, such as prophets, angels, God and many other 
different characters. Secondly, it might be hard to reach the international animation market 
due to Islamophobia. (This will be expanded on in Chapter Three.) Therefore, the question 
10 
 
becomes - How can I use stories of the Qur’an in animated films without offending Islamic 
tradition and culture? It is not permissible to have representations of the prophets in Islam, 
so, is it possible to make an animated film without showing the main character/s? How would 
I tell an Islamic story specifically to reach the Arab audience and use the same story to reach 
the international audience? I wish to explore the nature of the stories in the Qur'an, and 
whether animation has a particular language with which to tell them. I wish to address the 
problems filmmakers face if they try to speak to other global cultures and how the same 
story may be interpreted differently by an Arab audience and an international audience.  I am 
interested in using Arabic stories to address my research questions, and to assess the value 
of using animation accordingly. The questions are interesting ones for the purposes of 
research, and their answers will contribute original knowledge for the Arab community. As an 
Arabic animated filmmaker, there are two main reasons why I am interested in focusing on 
and developing the issue of using the stories of the Qur'an as a part of my research:  
 
The first reason is that I would like to share my own 'childhood experience' (Zipes, 
2011:284). During my childhood I enjoyed listening to and reading the stories of the Qur'an. 
However, most of these stories were told without any visual illustration to support the text, 
due to the prohibition of representing specific characters included in these stories such as 
the prophets, the four first caliphs and other religious characters. As a child, I was imagining 
the characters and building the stories visually in my mind. I will face many challenges to 
finding methods and solutions when adapting the Qur'an stories into animation films with a 
universal appeal and as a contemporary form. Therefore, I decided to negotiate and 
cooperate with the Islamic councils when making my films to avoid any serious problems 
with Islamic world, because it is a complex and highly sensitive subject. 
 
The second reason is that, since I started studying in the UK (the West) in 2008 for my 
Master’s degree, I observed that most Western people are unfamiliar with the Qur'an, and 
that they perceived it as a book of sins and terror. I often find myself - this is common for 
other Arabic students, too - in a defensive position about our religion and our Holy Qur'an. 
Basically, I’m ‘living the problem’ (Gray, 2003:60): 
 
I argue that Muslims in Britain and in the Western Europe in general are facing 
significant challenges that are compounded by the ways in which the state and the 
western world at large regards Muslims as somehow the central feature of the 
“problems” experienced. 
 (Abbas, 2011: 64) 
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However, the Qur'an 'does not countenance the idea of original sin' (Zafrulla Khan, 1971:14); 
the Qur'an contains many historical stories and lessons, as well as 'dealing with the 
problems of life… beliefs, moral precepts, rights, duties, laws, politics, culture, war and 
peace' (Irving, 1992:18). Thus, this study will give me the opportunity to use the stories of 
the Qur'an in animation films within an academic context to help develop networking 
between Arab filmmakers/academics and international audiences, filmmakers and 
academics, and this could be a part of changing the reputation of the Qur'an and the 
stereotype of Islam in the West.  
 
All the research questions that I will ask have taken time to develop. Gray (2003:59) 
suggests that the key question which might be explored by practice-based research could be 
identified after asking a set of questions. In addition, the research questions can derive from 
the aim of the thesis (Andrews, 2004:23). Moreover, Gilbert (2008, 49) suggests that the 
research questions ‘should be concise’. Therefore, my main research question can be 
formulated as: 
 
What would the political, social, historical and religious issues be if an Arab animated 
film were to be made now using the stories of the Holy Qur'an for both the Arab and 
the International animation market? 
 
This question arises from my ‘lived experience’ as an animation artist making films and 
watching Arab cinema. The aim of answering this question is to understand how visual 
storytelling can be used as a vehicle for explaining the Qur’an through animated films 
without offending or disregarding Islamic doctrine and tradition; therefore, during the 
research I applied a number of ethical levers such as social responsibility, competence, 
legality, openness, carefulness, objectivity and integrity (Resnik, 2011). The results of this 
exploration will enable Arabic animation filmmakers to use visual resources adapted from the 
Qur'an to make animated films for the domestic and international animation markets, and it 
will also address the absence in academic literature of materials and studies covering this 
issue. I will investigate, examine and analyse some aspects of Arab/Islamic culture and 
tradition through this research (Gray, 2003:61). In answering this research question I will 
‘contribute to public debate as well as adding to the sum of knowledge’ (Andrews, 2004:6). 
However, research questions are different to ordinary questions; the research questions 
should be answerable through the research study. There may be some negative and 
problematic outcomes in the practice but those results would still be beneficial to the 
research analysis (Ibid: 2, 3). I should point out that if any research studies get unexpected 
results or failures, these results still constitute knowledge valuable to the study. In my case, 
12 
 
it is forbidden to publish or screen any ‘strongly’ rejected material as outlined in responses 
from the Islamic authorities, as this is to avoid artworks offensive to Islamic authorities 
and Muslims across the world. I will accordingly record such responses in an appropriate 
way. 
1.2 Methods and Methodology: 
 
Putting it simply, method refers to those different techniques or research which any 
researcher employs in order to construct data and interrogate its resources, while 
methodology describes the overall epistemological approach adopted by the study.  
(Gray, 2003:4) 
 
After I shaped the research questions, I chose the following research methods as suitable to 
answer those questions (Andrews, 2004:82): This study uses the qualitative research 
approach which includes several methods such as historical enquiry, case studies, practical 
work, primary interviews, interpretivism, and an address of narratology and metaphor. These 
research tools will help me to explore and understand methods of using stories in the Qur'an 
to make animated films in order to present Arabic culture in ways appropriate to 
contemporary Arab and Western audiences without overruling the Islamic council 
regulations. In addition, this will enable Arabic-Islamic cultural resources to be used by an 
Arabic animated filmmaker. I have assumed a methodological position that enables me to 
integrate researcher and practitioner functions 'to merge into a new state of personal identity 
and actions' (Drake and Heath, 2011: 43). However, I am using this methodology for my 
work to have 'direct or potential relevance for both non-academic and academic audiences' 
(Strauss and Corbin, 1998: 6). Lewis and Munn (1997:19) note: 
 
All research methods have their strength and weaknesses and no one method or 
combinations of methods is suitable for all research. What is important is that there 
should be a logical connection between the research questions you are asking and the 
methods you use to provide the evidence to answer these questions.  
 
The first method used to answer the research questions is the Historical method. Wells 
(2006: 7) suggests that ‘there is no theory without practice; no practice without theory; no 
progress without history’. The historical method will be used to explore the number of feature 
animation films made in the Arab world, and the original stories that have been adapted to 
make these films. In addition, I looked for Western animated feature films that have been 
used and adapted from Arabic stories, and will explore the reasons for using these stories. 
However, few materials related to the history of animation in the Arab world were found. 
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Nevertheless, it is important for the research to cover some historical perspectives of Arab 
animated films: ‘these resources are frequently best tools for beginning research’ and will 
help discover the results and the impact of those Arabic animated feature films in the 
animation marketplace (Jones, 1990:22). 
 
The second method is the Interview. The interview is an important method of collecting data 
in many research studies (Gray, 2003:96). Oppenhrim (1992:67) indicates that the main 
purpose of the interview is collecting ideas, not only data. Therefore, a number of interviews 
were undertaken in order to gather data about the topic area for the research study; some of 
these interviews were with animation artists, academics, studios and curators of International 
film festivals. Most interviews focussed on Arab animation from a political, religious or 
cultural perspective, and each interview was structured in relation to the aims of the overall 
study (Ibid: 95). However, I faced many challenges due to the difficulties of finding Arab 
animation artists and arranging interviews with them. Moreover, most of the interviews were 
in Arabic and it was time consuming to translate them to English and then transcribe them.  
 
The third method is Case Studies. A number of feature length and short animated films are 
used as case studies, such as the DreamWorks animated film, The Prince of Egypt, which 
tells the story of the messenger Moses. This story is a common story in the Islamic and 
divine religious books such as the Holy Bible, the Qur'an and Torah. In addition, an Islamic 
production will be assessed - an animated film called Muhammad: The Last Prophet, which 
was approved by The Islamic Council of Al-Azhar Alsharief in Egypt. Through the case study 
method, I will explore the criteria that Islamic councils employ to make their decisions 
(Fatwa2). I will particularly refer to the first animated film, The Prince of Egypt which was 
banned in some Arab countries and compare it to the other Islamic animated film, 
Muhammad: The Last Prophet which got the Islamic councils’ approval. The rich information 
that I gained by analysing some of the Arab and Western animated films raised a series of 
questions which will be considered in the research (Brewerton and Millward, 2001:53).  
 
The fourth method is the main method of this research which is the Practice-Based method. 
Research by practice could create an original contribution to knowledge, from concept, 
through methodology, to practice methods and the film’s production, to the theses, which is a 
further stage in the 'transformation of this professional evidence into an academic discourse'. 
(Drake and Heath, 2011: 23). This method has been changed and developed since I started 
                                               
2Fatwa: A religious verdict pronounced by the Mufti or Islamic Authorities, the learned person of a place or of a 
particular time. 
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my research in October, 2010. The initial practice was based on two Production Bibles3, the 
first one based on using the stories of the Qur’an and Islam to make an animated film for 
religious purposes aimed specifically at an Arab audience, and the second one using the 
inspiration and adaptation of these stories for non-religious purposes to make an animated 
film to reach an international audience. 
 
I expected to face the challenge of making these two films as an Arabic animation filmmaker 
in negotiation with the Islamic councils in the Arab world. I decided to use this research 
method and cooperate with the Islamic councils in Jordan and the United Kingdom to create 
a guide for Arabic filmmakers to make animation films using original Islamic resources. The 
aim of this method is to 'expand the boundaries of knowledge and/or solve a practical 
problem' (Drake and Heath, 2011: 39). The approval and the rejection of the practical 
outcomeshave been done with the cooperation of the Islamic councils in Jordan and the 
United Kingdom after a long process. This cooperation process will be discussed more in 
Chapter Four.  
 
The fifth method that will be used in this research to support the practice-based method is 
the Narratology method. ‘Once upon a time’ is widely used in fairytales, offering the 
opportunity to filmmakers to re-create fairytale stories for the cinema (Zipes, 2011: 7). In 
addition, fairytales are a flexible text and have no rules, and the filmmaker could contribute 
his/her personal ideas to change the original narrative in many different ways (Ibid: 8). On 
the other hand, the Qur'an chapters begin with 'In the name of Allah', and filmmakers will not 
be allowed to contribute or change the original text of the Qur'an to make a film; they will 
have to follow and use exactly the same text, as well as obtaining permission from the 
Islamic authorities to make their film. In addition, while different texts and scripts could be 
found for one fairytale story title, for example ‘Cinderella’ or ‘Sinbad’, only one source text 
could be found for the Qur'an, without the possibility of changing any word.  
 
The sixth and final method is Metaphor, which is an important and intrinsic method to 
animation practice. It would assist me to find a solution for representing the human figures of 
the prophets, when this is not strictly allowed. Use of metaphor in the animated clips could 
enable the use of alternative images and ’represent one object in terms of another’ in place 
of the religious human figures, which, hopefully, would be acceptable to the Islamic 
Authorities and culture (Whittock, 1990: 17). These alternative figures enhance the viewers’ 
understanding about the actions and events around these characters (Hatcher, 1967: 8). 
                                               
3An animated film's script, storyboard, characters design, backgrounds design and pilot. 
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However, metaphor is a complicated device to use, and the risk is that it could mislead and 
generate confusion to the viewers (Ortony, 1975: 51-52). 
 
Chapter 2: Arab Animation Cinema: Past, Present and Future 
 
At the outset it is useful to establish what Arab animators and studios have done in the past 
through to the present, addressing whether they use folktales from their own historical and 
religious sources, and whether they seek to export their animated films to the international 
film market. It is crucial to ask whether the animation industry in the Arab region is strong 
enough to achieve this. It has been noticeable, from my primary interviews with Arab 
animation filmmakers during doing the research, that there are some keywords that seem to 
inform the discussion of Arab animation such as ‘challenges’, ‘difficulties’, ‘absence’, 
‘weaknesses’ and other negative terms that serve to describe the Arab animation cinema 
industry. There are serious problems concerning Arab animation and this study will illustrate 
these problems in this chapter. 
 
This chapter investigates the challenges that face the Arab animation industry by reviewing 
some key materials - books, journals, articles, television interviews and personal interviews 
with Arab animation filmmakers and producers. Moreover, the screening of my short 
animated film Missing has been used as a method of collecting data, through my attendance 
at Arab and international film and animation festivals which allowed me to meet more 
filmmakers and festival curators to ask them about Arab animation cinema. 
 
2.1 The challenges that face the Arab Animation Cinema 
 
The bibliography related to animation in the Arab world is very limited and it was hard to find 
published materials related directly to the subject. When I presented my short animated film 
at Arab film festivals, it was observed that few animated films were screened beside my film, 
while the majority of the films in these Arab film festivals were live-action and documentary 
films. Therefore, there are good numbers of books available that relate to Arab live-action 
films but not animated films, such as Arab Cinema: History and Cultural Identity (1998) by 
Viola Shafik and Filming the Modern Middle East (2006) by Lina Khatib. Moreover, it is hard 
to find official archives and libraries dedicated to the history of animated films in the Arab 
world, and it seems that Arab animation history is being lost. As noted earlier, only two 
published references relating to Arab animation were found; the first one being Cartoons: 
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One Hundred Years of Cinema Animation by Giannalberto Bendazzi (1994), and the second,  
the booklet Animation in the Arab World, A glance on the Arabian animated films since 1936 
by Mohamed Ghazala (2011). 
 
Bendazzi’s book covers the history of animated films assessing over 3000 films in more than 
70 countries world-wide. Nevertheless, the book covers only 3 of 22 Arab countries, and 
contains only small animated productions from Egypt, Tunisia and Algeria. Most of those 
Arab animation productions were TV series and TV commercials, and a few made as short 
films. An electronic communication was arranged with Bendazzi (2012) to ask what the 
reasons were for having such a small selection of Arab animation in his book(13 July 2012 
interview) (See appendix5). Bendazzi’s first sentence was ’I think you will be disappointed by 
my answers’; this sentence immediately gives a negative impression about Arab animation 
cinema and the challenges it faces.  
 
Bendazzi points out that when he was writing the book, from 1983 to 1988, it was hard to 
find Arab animated films due to the lack of connections at that time such as internet, emails 
and social network websites. In addition, Bendazzi faced language difficulties 
communicating with Arab film historians and filmmakers. Moreover, Arab critics did not pay 
attention to animation films. At the time of writing this thesis, Bendazzi was writing the 
second edition of his book, Cartoons 2, which is expected to be published in  2015. 
According to Bendazzi, this new book will be four to five times larger than his first book. He 
observes that digital communication was helpful in finding a few animation historians from 
the Arab countries to write ‘seriously’ about Arab animation. Therefore, there will be a better 
chapter on Arab animation in the forthcoming Cartoons 2, ‘although far from perfectly about 
animation in many Arab countries’. 
 
In contrast to all the challenges that face Arab animation, and the small number of animation 
productions compared with the Western animation productions, the Arab world is abundant 
with magnificent folktales such as the One Thousand and One Nights stories which are 
suitable for adaptation to make into many animated films. From the inspiration of the Arabian 
Nights stories Western film producers have developed animated films such as The 
Adventures of Princes Achmed (1925), Aladdin (1992) and Azur and Asmar (2006).  Arabs, 
however, have not used their own past Arabian stories to reach either the domestic and 
international animation marketplaces. Bendazzi recalls: 
 
Arab animators should participate to the great international festivals; watch the 
masterpieces of ten, twenty, seventy years ago, and read translated books. They 
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first must be great animators with a distinctive style, and only then adapt any text 
from any literature. 
(Electronic communication, July 13, 2012) 
 
The Arab animation industry needs people with strong skills in animation techniques and 
process such as character design, animation, editing, lighting, compositing, sound, music 
and marketing, and then start thinking about making successful animation feature films to 
screen to the Arab audience and then export these films to the international audience. 
However, one of most important parts of any successful film in the contemporary era is the 
story; the film would be good as soon as the story is good. Also, quality could come in 
different method and ways; it does not have to imitate Disney and Pixar Styles. The Arab 
filmmakers should think of using contemporary tools and creating fresh and unique styles 
such as the Iranian animated films Persepolis (2007) and the documentary The Green Wave 
(2011). Thus, the Arab filmmaker should focus more on making universal stories with 
different styles in order to show them to audiences all around the world. 
 
As part of this study I attended international animation and film events such as Annecy 
Animation Festival in France, Tokyo Short Shorts Film Festival in Japan, Creative Talent 
Network Animation Expo in USA and many other animation festivals. These events improved 
my knowledge as an animation filmmaker, developed my network of animation artists with 
different nationalities and gave me the opportunity to promote my work. Unfortunately, it was 
hard to find Arab animation artists and filmmakers at these international events. In addition 
to attending the international animation festivals, I also had the chance to attend Arab 
animation festivals, which are rare events in the Arab region. In March 2012, I received an 
invitation from the Cairo International Film Festival for Children (CIFFC) to present my short 
animated film Missing. The CIFFC, organised by the Ministry of Culture in Egypt, is one of 
the biggest children’s film festivals in the Arab region. There were more than one hundred 
short and long feature live-actions, documentary and animated films at the official 
competition. Most of them were international productions and few were from Arab 
filmmakers and there were no Arabic feature length animated films. This shows the limited 
amount of animated short and feature film productions in Arab countries. 
 
During the festival, an interview was arranged with one of the festival’s jury committee, Dr. 
Mohamed Ghazala (29 March 2012 interview) (See appendix 6), the author of Animation in 
the Arab World: A glance on the Arabian animated films since 1936, the sole booklet on the 
market about Arab animation history. Ghazala is also the founder and director of the regional 
African and Arabian chapter of the International Association of Animation 
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Filmmakers (ASIFA). The aim of this organization is to involve Arabic and African animation 
filmmakers in creating, developing and promoting their own regional identity and having an 
impact in the international animation market by participating in festivals and setting up some 
animation workshops. At this interview, I asked Ghazala (2012) about his booklet. In 
addition, we had a conversation about the difficulties that face the animation film industry in 
the Arab world, comparing it to Western animation productions. 
 
Ghazala notes that the booklet is a collection of five articles about Arab animation published 
in a South Korean animation magazine called Animatoon in the Korean language. Every two 
months, he covered the animation in different areas of the Arab world such as Egypt, North 
Africa, the Ash-sham Area4 and the Gulf Area. Subsequently, he collected the five articles 
with some editing then presented them as a conference paper at Athens Animfest Animation 
Festival in 2011 in Greece. After that, Lambert Academic Publishing contacted him to 
publish these articles as the first written material about Arab animation. The booklet contains 
only 56 pages and includes a small filmography of Arab animation with some valuable data 
that is important to any researcher interested in Arab animation. 
 
Ghazala explains the reasons behind the small selection of Arab animation in his booklet; he 
collected those Arab animated films individually by himself. The main problem was that he 
could not find any official archive or library for Arab animation. It was hard to find the original 
copy of the animated films, and few Arab animated films are available on the internet, and 
then, only with low resolution. This is the same challenge that I faced when started my PhD 
in October 2010. Ghazala points out the problems of Arab animation films in terms of 
quantity and quality compared with the Western animation productions: 
 
I have attended many international animation festivals as a filmmaker or jury 
member; unfortunately, there were hardly any Arab animation in those international 
festivals. There is no systematic approach to producing and educating animation in 
the Arab region, most of the experiments that happened by the Arab animation 
filmmakers to show their Arabic identity and culture through animation are 
independent and without serious support from the Arab governments. Most of the 
high quality animation productions in Arab countries such as Egypt, Jordan, Tunisia 
and Morocco focus on TV commercials and TV series especially for Ramadan
5
, and 
don’t have interest in producing artistic films for cinema and festivals.  You can only 
see the graduation projects by the Arab art students, who make artistic animation 
                                               
4 A geographical term that contains Syria, Jordan, Lebanon and Palestinian. 
5The Islamic month of fasting. 
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films, then after the graduation, they work in the industry to produce commercial 
works and the artistic work is disappearing quickly. 
(Personal communication, March 29, 2012) 
 
 
Arab film productions focus more on making live-action films. For example, in Egypt, ‘The 
Arab Hollywood’, there had been produced thousands of live-action films (Shafik, 2007: 9). 
Surprisingly, Al Sahar Studio, one of the biggest animation studios in Egypt, has had 
financial difficulties since 1998 in attempting to complete their first Egyptian feature length 
animated film The Knight and the Princess (Ghazala, 2011: 7). Therefore, it is appropriate to 
question the reasons why there have been so few animated feature films successfully 
produced in the Arab world; is it because the Arab film producers think that animation is only 
for television and children? Ghazala points out that for a long time, Arab national television 
has imported all the animation films and TV series that suited children: 
 
When I was a kid I thought that the animation is only Walt Disney’s productions. 
When I grew up, a friend gave me a video tape of animated films produced in the 
Czech Republic, which has completely different style than the films we used to 
watch in our national televisions. These Czech animated films were abstract, artistic 
and nice stories. In that time I realized that animation could be for kids and adults.  
The Arab did not screen the East European animated films that were produced in 
the 60s and the 70s in the cinemas and television; these films could inspire the Arab 
of making such artistic animation films. 
(Personal communication, March 29, 2012) 
 
 
Ghazala indicates that another challenge facing Arab animation is the lack of animation 
academies in the Arab region; many universities have Arts schools that focus on Graphic 
Design and the Fine Arts, but only a very few schools, such as Minia University in Egypt and 
Prince Sumaya University in Jordan, teach animation. In addition, there are a few animation 
festivals in some Arab counties such as the Cairo Children’s Film Festival in Egypt, the 
Meknes International Festival for Animation Films in Morocco and the newly established 
festival JoAnimate in Jordan. In contrast, the governments of Europe, Japan and North 
America acknowledge the importance of the animation industry by giving financial support 
and arranging many animation festivals which develop the filmmakers and the animation 
industry in their countries. 
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Ghazala has produced five short animated films. One of them is a fairytale story, based on 
Arabian folklore, called Honayn's Shoe (2009). It is about a nomad who got lost with his 
camel in the desert seeking his lost shoes (figure 3). This project was Ghazala’s sole film 
that has been funded with support from the Ministry of Culture of Egypt. The film was 
awarded the Best African Animated Short Film in the African Movie Academy Awards 
Festival in Lagos-Nigeria in 2010 up against the African filmmakers6. This is one of the few 
examples that show that Arab filmmakers could make quality animated films when they get 
support from their government or any other organisations. However, although Arab 
governments might support a few short animated films, there is the absence of 
explicit government support and corporate help for making feature animated films. 
 
 
Figure 3.The short animated film Honayn's Shoe (2009)directed by Mohamed Ghazala. 
 
Making animated feature films in the region is a massive risk due to the unstable market and 
the high expenses of making them. On the other hand, the Arab countries include more than 
300 million people who speak the same language and share the same culture, and this 
would clearly be a promising marketplace if there were appropriate methods for media 
marketing to reach it. The Arab producers should take the Western animation markets as a 
model, and see how animation could have huge success and profits at the box office. 
 
In 2009, Aljazeera News, one the biggest news broadcasting channels in the Middle East, 
had an interview with the animation producer and the co-founder of Ella Cartoon Studios, Mr. 
Osama Khalifa from Saudi Arabia. The title of this interview was The reasons for the 
weaknesses of the Arab animation industry (Without borders, 2009). Khalifa produced more 
than 14 Arabic animated feature-length films; started with the feature animated film The 
                                               
6 Some of the African filmmakers might be Arab from North Africa such as Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia and Mauritania, 
rather than from Middle East. 
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Island of the light (1988) which was based on the Arabian novel Hay Bin Yakzan (Living son 
of Awake) which was written by the Andalusian philosopher and novelist Ibn Tufail in the 
early 12th century. 
Most of Ella Cartoon Studios films are historical, such as The Conqueror (Al Fatih, 1993), a 
feature animated film that tells a story about the conquer of Constantinople in the 15 thcentury 
by the Turkish leader Sultan Mehmed Al Fatih (figure 4). Also, the animated film Conquered 
Andalucia (Fateh Al Andalous, 1998), which tells a story about the Muslim hero Tariq Ben 
Ziad when he conquered Andalucia in Spain in the early 8 th century to spread the religion of 
Islam in the West (figure 5). The studio also made the feature animated film The Lion of Ain 
Jalout (Asad Ain Jalout, ND) which tells a story about the Egyptian Muslim leader Prince Saif 
Al-din Qutuz when he led the Muslims to achieve victories against the Crusaders in 
Mansoura in Egypt and Mangouls in Ain Jalout in Palestine in the 13 th century (figure 6). 
 
Figure 4.The Conqueror (1993), produced by Osama Khalifa 
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Figure 5.Conquered Andalucia (1998), produced by Osama Khalifa 
 
 
 
Figure 6.The Lion of Ain Jalout, produced by Osama Khalifa 
 
However, Khalifa also produced some religious animated feature films such as The Immortal 
Journey (Rehlat Al-kholoud, 1994) directed by Darwish Yasin (figure 7). The story is adapted 
from the Holy Quran, Surat Al-Buruj (The Mansions of the Stars) Chapter 85 verses 4-9. It 
tells a story about a young magician named Waddah who wants to learn more about magic 
and tricks from Jamjoum, the major magician of an unjust king, Jahdoun. However, Waddah 
meets a wise man who believes in God and lives between Waddah’s house and Jamjoum. 
The wise man tries to convince the young magician to leave the magic and believe in God 
and guide his people to worship the true God instead of idols. It is known that such magic in 
Islam is forbidden due to its inherent deception of people. The film sold more than 140,000 
video tape copies. All of the animation and illustrations were made in cooperation with a 
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studio in Turkey. The film’s animation, which includes some magical and miracles scenes - 
making animation the best medium for the film, is good quality. However, the style of the 
illustrations and animation is similar to the Japanese cartoon visual style used in Anime and 
Manga, using common visual elements such as big eyes, minimum facial details, a lot of 
light and shade, and numerous camera rotations. 
.  
Figure 7.The Immortal Journey (1994), directed by: Darwish Yasin 
 
Khalifa also produced a number of political animated films especially about the Palestinian 
Israeli conflicts, such as The Olive’s Dream (Holm Al Zaytoun, 2009) and a 3D animated film 
Martyr of World (Shaheed Al-alam)(figure 8). In addition, Khalifa produced a few folktale 
stories such as Ali Baba and the forty thieves and other tales.  
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Figure 8.Martyr of World, produced and directed by Osama Khalifa 
 
None of the above films were supported by the Arab governments; they were made using 
their own money only. Khalifa indicates that the Arabic media market was empty of 
animation films productions and he decided to take a risk and make Arabic animated films 
for the Arab and international audiences. However, most of his animated films have been 
made using high quality overseas production in Turkey, Ukraine and China due to the lack of 
Arab animation artists. Khalifa noted that the Arab animation industry produces less than 
0.5% of Western animation production.  
Another challenge facing Arab animation production studios is that Arabic national channels 
offer only small fees for each hour of an animated project. This is due to an agreement with 
the Arab governments for dubbed and imported animated films and TV series since the 
1960s (Without borders, 2009). Arab animation producers have tried to convince the Arabic 
channels that their productions are very expensive because they make the animated films 
from story, dialogue, drawings, animation and editing. Therefore, it is not reasonable to 
assume that these films can be made cheaply. However, it is more economically viable to 
import and dub animated films from elsewhere. Arab animation studios will not make any 
profits with the small amount of money that the Arab channels offer. For that reason many 
Arabic animations studios have gone out of business over the last twenty years. Khalifa said 
‘the future of Arab animation industry will not keep for long time if the situation stays the 
same’. One year after the Without Borders interview Ella Cartoon Studio went out of 
business, after 30 years of animation production. Currently, Khalifa has established a new 
studio called OK Toons in Jeddah city in Saudi Arabia. The studio is preparing some 
animation projects and waiting for the right time to start production due to the struggle of the 
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animation market in the Middle East. Also, OK Toons will not be distributing their new 
projects on DVDs until the level of protection of intellectual property rights is sturdier in Arab 
regions, because of the current problems with pirating. Many Arab animated movies have 
been uploaded to the internet and can be seen for free illegally, which affects the production 
films companies economically and has decreased their DVDs market. 
 
Khalifa made more than 14 feature animated films by using a variety of stories such as 
religious, historical, political and folk tales. In addition, the target audience of most of his 
films are the general public and families. Nevertheless, they did not make enough profit for 
the studio to keep producing Arabic animated films. For this reason, his production company 
stopped making more films. The evidence suggests that there are a number of reasons for 
this struggle domestically and internationally, such as cultural challenges; the majority of the 
Arab people think that animation films are only for children and for that reason there is no 
success for theatrical releases of any Arabic animated films so far. However, Arab animation 
filmmakers are trying to convince investors and Arab audiences that the target audience of 
their animated films is general and refer to the huge success in animation in the West. 
Another reason could be political challenges; some of the films were made about the 
Palestinian Israeli conflict and those films could be difficult to screen in Europe and USA 
because they might be considered as anti-Semitic. Moreover, most of Khalifa’s films have 
Muslim heroes who achieved victories against the Crusaders and Byzantine empires. Khalifa 
wants to demonstrate the importance of making animated films appropriate to the Islamic 
religion and Muslim civilization, for Muslims’ children to feel proud of belonging to a nation 
with such rich historic achievements. However, there is view that by making such historical 
stories, especially the conflicts between Muslims and Crusaders would remind both Muslims 
and non-Muslims about the past and it would ‘illustrate feelings, fears and animosities in the 
present’ (Runnymede Trust, 1997:5). Therefore, the target audience for any historical and 
religious films that show conflict with others might be limited to Muslim audiences only, and 
these types of animated films would be difficult to screen for an international audience due to 
subject matter that might offend the Western audience. This is the same as when Arabs and 
Muslims are offended by Western animated films that stereotype the image of Arabs and 
Islam in a negative manner, which will be discussed further in the following chapter.  
 
After 09/11, Arab animation producers struggle even more to screen their films at cinemas in 
Europe and the USA.  A Saudi film production company called Badr International invested 
around 12 million US dollars, which is the highest budget for any Arabic animated film so far, 
in their first feature animated film, Muhammad the Last Prophet (2002), including another 
three short animated films, Great Women in Islam (2002), Salman the Persian (2002), and 
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Before the Light (2002), (Jammal, 2012). These movies were made by a team of artists from 
Hollywood who combined traditional hand-drawing with computer graphics and effects. The 
director who had the unique experience and challenge of making this movie was Richard 
Rich, who worked for Disney for many years. The soundtrack was composed by Emmy-
award winning composer William Kidd. In consequence, the movie was described as being 
an ‘(old-fashion) Western-style entertainment about a distinctly non-Western subject’ 
(Stevens, 2004).  
 
Muhammad: The Last Prophet was the first feature length animated film that focused on the 
biography of Muhammad (PBUH) and the journey with his followers from Mecca to Madina, set 
around 1400 years ago during the early years of Islam (figure 9). The other three shorts 
animated films are also about figures who played significant roles in Islam; the first short, 
Great Women of Islam (2002), is a story of two women, Nusaybah Bent Ka’ab Al-Ansariyyah 
and Asma’a Bent Abi Bakr As-Siddiq, who played an important role of shaping the Muslim 
women characters when they showed their bravery against the nonbelievers, and were 
willing to make sacrifices in order to protect the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) (figure 10). The 
second short is Salman the Persian (2002) which tells the tough journey of Salman who left 
Persia and its darkness with the aim of finding the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and joined the 
faith of Islam. Salman becomes one of the most loyal and trustful companions of the Prophet 
Muhammad (PBUH) (figure 11). Finally, the third short is Before the Light (2002); the story is 
set in Mecca before the birth of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). It tells different miracle stories 
such as discovering the Well of Zamzam, the Year of the Elephant, the same year when the 
Prophet (PBUH) was born, and other miracle stories (figure 12).  
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Figure 9.Muhammad: The Last Prophet (2002). Directed by: Richard Rich 
 
There were two versions released of the feature and the short films, one in the Arabic 
language and one dubbed in English hoping to gain the attention of non-Arabic speaking 
audience. Badr made an agreement with many companies and cinemas to distribute and 
screen the film Muhammad the Last Prophet in the USA. However, the film’s production 
finished at around the same time of 9/11 in 2001. The consequence was that most of the 
agreements were cancelled by US cinemas and distributors due to Islamophobia (which will 
be discussed furthermore in following chapter). Badr held the film for 2 years without 
screening it in cinemas. They did not want to sell the film’s DVD to the market before the 
theatrical release. Later, a new Arabic distribution company based in the USA called 
FineMedia arranged a theatrical release in 37 US cities with Eid al-Fitr7 in 2004. The venture 
was not successful and revenues were very small. Therefore, Badr International stopped 
making any more animated films. 
 
                                               
7 A religious holiday celebrated by Muslims worldwide that marks the end of Ramadan, the Islamic holy month of 
fasting. 
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Figure 10.Great Women of Islam (2002). Directed by: Richard Rich 
 
 
 
Figure 11.Salman the Persian (2002). Directed by: Richard Rich 
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Figure 12.Before the Light (2002). Directed by: Richard Rich 
 
When I represented my short animated film Missing at the Academy Awards Qualifying 
festival Tokyo Short Shorts Film Festival in 2011, a question was asked to the chief 
programming manager of the Festival, Eri Tagushi, about the criteria of festival’s committee 
in choosing the few short films for the official competition, in which Missing was the sole 
short film to be selected from the Middle East that year. Tagushi said: 
 
We chose films not for narrow audience; we chose films for large audience. 
Japanese audience is not interested if the film is too experimental, cultural, political 
and religious, thus, we tried to choose films that the Japanese audience could 
understand them, at the same time we need the varieties. [sic] 
 
(Personal communication, June 26, 2011) 
 
It was interesting that Tagushi mentioned that the Japanese audience is not interested in 
films with a religious context. However a new religious anime feature film just released in 
Tokyo cinemas at that time called Buddha: The Great Departure (2011). It is known that 
Buddhism is one of the main religions in Japan. I went to Tokyo National Museum to visit an 
exhibition about the anime film Buddha, and I found many Japanese people in the Exhibition 
are interested in this religious film. I told Tagushi about that and she said: 
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We don't understand religious films because we don't have enough knowledge about 
religions, even we do not know the details of Buddhism and I am one of them. 
People are interested to watch the film Buddha because the Japanese people like 
Manga comics and films. Also, most the Japanese are big fan of the Manga Artist 
Tezuka Osamu 'the God of Manga' who made the comics of the film Buddha; they 
love to follow his works. [sic] 
(Personal communication, June 26, 2011) 
 
 
Then at the end of the interview, we started to talk about Arab films. Tagushi mentioned that 
the festival did not receive many Arabic short films, she assumed that the Arabic filmmakers 
could not see their films doing well internationally, or, there were not enough connections 
between the East Asian film festivals/markets and the Middle Eastern filmmakers. Later, I 
asked the festival's programming assistant John Haggerty about the lack of Arabic films at 
the Tokyo Short Shorts Film Festival this year and the previous years. Haggerty said: 
 
The festival would like to screen the Arabian short films. However, I observed that 
most of the Arabian films that we have received have problems such as images, 
sound, style, technique, editing and story... The films in the festival should be high 
quality standard because the festival would like to present the best. 
(Personal communication, June 27, 2011) 
 
 
Most of the Arab animated films I have discussed so far are political, historical and religious 
which could be one of the main reasons why those films are not reaching the international 
film marketplace.  The previous examples show that the Arab animation industry is 
struggling in terms of budget, marketing, broadcasting, distribution and government support. 
However, reaching the international market could be achievable if Arab animation 
filmmakers and producers make universal stories. It is worth mentioning that a number of 
animated films from Arab countries did manage to reach international film festivals and 
markets. For example; Star Animation Studios, which used to be located in Syria before it 
moved to the United Arab Emirates, won some important awards for their feature-length 
animated film The Jar: A Tale from the East (1999), directed by Ammar Al-Shorbaji and 
produced by Tahsin Mzaik. The movie adapted a story from early Islamic civilization and 
shows the struggle between good and evil (figure 13). The story is about a treasure which 
was forgotten in a jar under a new home of a moral family who want to return it to its rightful 
owner, but a gourmand neighbour who has his eye on the jar attempts to frustrate their aim 
and create a conflict with the family. This film won some international awards such as Cairo 
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International Film Festival Award for Children in 1999 and Burbank International Children 
Film Festival in 2001 in the USA.  
 
 
Figure 13.The Jar: A Tale from the East (1999). Directed by Ammar Al-Shorbaji 
 
In 2000, Star Animation produced Fables of Bah Ya Bah which contained six different 2D 
short traditional hand-drawn animated films adapted from a collection of Arabic folklore 
stories (figure 14). Those short films were directed by Ammar Al-Shorbaji and produced by 
Tahsin Mzaik. The target audience of the films was families, both domestically and 
internationally. The stories show the ethics, virtues and values of the Middle Eastern 
villages, and teach the importance of moral values, positive attitudes, team work and 
compassion for animals. For example; the first story of Fables of Bah Ya Bah is a six minute 
short The Old man and the Pirate. It tells a story of a sinking ship whose passengers were 
saved by pirates because an old man on the ship acted bravely and showed generosity to 
the captain of the pirates some time before. The message of this short animated film is ‘if 
you plant goodness, you will surely harvest goodness’. 
 
Another of the films, The Lofty Palm, is a short story of a farmer who owned an orchard of 
palm trees. One of the palm trees was special in the farmer’s heart because she always 
produced lots of good quality dates. The palm tree becomes selfish and comes to a decision 
32 
 
to not be fruitful and no one tastes her dates again. She persists with her mission until she 
becomes the ugliest palm tree in the orchard. Years later, the farmer decides to extend his 
house and builds a new room for his big family by using the wood of the useless tree for its 
roof. The message of this story is that people should not stop giving what they can give; 
otherwise they become worthless. The short films conclude with music and songs. The 
language of the shorts is English with Arabic and Spanish subtitles. None of the stories have 
religion context and end with a message and a lesson; which would be reachable to 
audiences from different religions and regions. This shows that there is a possible place for 
Arab films in the international marketplace when they are free of any religion context. 
 
 
Figure 14.Fables of Bah Ya Bah (2000). Directed by Ammar Al-Shorbaji 
 
In 2004, the studio changed their name from Star Animation to Emari Toons when they 
moved from Syria to the United Arab Emirates. After the success of the short animated film 
stories of Fables of Bah Ya Bah, they decided to produce a new collection of short animated 
films. They understood the market more and decided to make Fables of Bah Ya Bah 2 
(2004), a collection of four short animated films directed by Zaheir Ramdan, Firas Karawi 
and Ammar Shorbaji. Those stories were adaptions of international folklore and not only 
Arabic folklore like the first part (figure 15). The short films were it is a Jungle Out There, The 
Needy and the Greedy, Burden of Pride and Caught by a Plot. These short films teach 
lessons of life such as being generous, helping poor people, the power of unity, that crime 
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never pays and the importance of learning from our mistakes. The language of these stories 
is English with Arabic subtitles. They successfully reached the international market and won 
the Director’s Gold Award at the International Family Film Festival in California in 2004.  
 
 
Figure 15.Fables of Bah Ya Bah 2 (2004) 
 
Some animation studios in the Arab region found that the best way of making low-budget 
animated films/clips was to distribute them for free via the internet and social media such as 
YouTube, Vimeo, Facebook and other social media networks. Wael Attili, animation director 
and co-founder of Kharabeesh Cartoon Studios, claims that the main reason for the lack of 
animation production is because Arab talent always wait for funding and support from the 
government and non-profit organizations (See appendix 7). Arab animation producers 
should think about the animation as an entertainment business not only as art; ‘we should 
build this industry by ourselves’. The number of Arabic online videos increased greatly 
during and after the recent Arab revolution, the ‘Arab Spring’ in 2011. This recent revolution 
gave Arab artists the freedom of expression to discuss whatever subjects they wanted to, 
including the political issues which attract many viewers online.  
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2.2 Arab Animation Spring 
 
Most Arab countries could not produce films until their national independence from British, 
French, Italian and Turkish colonial rule, which affected negatively the Arab cinema because 
of political circumstances (Shafik, 2007: 9). Egypt had its independence earlier than the 
other Arab countries and started film production first which later became the so-called ‘Arab 
Hollywood’. However, most of the Arab regimes and governments have legal restrictions and 
censorship that control the media's freedom of expression. Therefore, the Arab filmmakers 
face many challenges in producing their films, especially if the content of these films 
contains politics, sex or religion (ibid:33-35). All film projects used to require an approval by 
a special authority before or after shooting and producing any film – the so-called 'film visa'; 
this committee had the authority to approve or reject films, and had the power to enforce 
filmmakers to cut some scenes from their films (ibid: 34). Thus, hundreds of Arabic films 
became the so-called 'cave films' – never being screened for a large audience (ibid: 35, 
243). The films had to be suitable to the country's ideology, tradition, policy and religion. 
 
It is worth noting that the censorship was not only in the Arab region; most of the countries 
around the world have or used to have censorship including the United States of America. 
Between 1934 and 1968, the Production Code Administration (PCA) required the filmmakers 
and producers in the United States to submit their scripts, lyrics and completed films to the 
censorship board for approval before release (Cohen, 2004: 31-32, 44). In addition, The FBI 
(Federal Bureau of Investigation) verified the contents of works in production and ‘took this 
matter seriously’ by using the PCA. For example, Disney studios agreed to change any 
mention of the FBI to ‘federal security officer’  after two of Disney's live-action features, 
Moon Pilot (1962) and That Darn Cat (1965), were seen to be depicting the FBI in an 
‘unflattering light’ (ibid: 34).  
 
In 1968 the Motion Picture Association of America replaced their censorship system with a 
ratings system which categorised films and their content’s suitability for certain audiences, 
especially children (ibid: 45). This system took the responsibility of informing parents 
whether film content was suitable for their children or not depending on whether the film 
contained violence, sex and other strong images and language. Films were released with 
different ratings such as G (general audience), M (mature audience, later changed to GP 
then PG to suggest parental guidance) and X (adult only, later changed to A).  
 
For many years the Arab filmmakers and producers became the self-censors of their work to 
avoid trouble with the censorship board. Writers of cartoon shows were 'responsible for 
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creating scripts free of problems' (ibid: 132). The self-censorship created rules for the Arab 
filmmakers themselves which arose out of fear from revealing the truth to the regime. 
Consequently, the filmmakers tried to avoid depicting unacceptable images due to 
ideological beliefs which were enforced by the regime. Therefore, the cinematic art in the 
Arab region was a complicit illusion made by the artists themselves because they could not 
move beyond their self-censorship (Almabroki, 2012). 
The power of the censorship in the Arab region remained strict until unexpected events 
happened in North Africa and the Middle East. On 17th December 2010, a young Tunisian 
street vendor, Mohamed Bouazizi from Sidi Bouzid, set himself on fire in front of a governor’s 
official because of life difficulties and in response to the dictatorship after he received a fine 
from a municipal inspector. The consequences of this self-immolation were protests against 
the Tunisian regime until the president Zen Ben Ali escaped from the country on 14th 
January 2011, just days after Mohamed Bouazizi died on 4th January 2011. This revolution – 
the so-called Arab Spring – inspired the Arab people to protest against their governments’ 
policy and has been spreading rapidly across the Middle East and North Africa in countries 
such as Egypt, Libya, Yemen, Syria and other Arab countries. The Arab people’s 
expectations for the success of the Arab Spring in North Africa and the Middle East were 
enhanced by using social media to post numerous messages, opinions and criticisms about 
democracy and freedom (Howard and Hussain, 2013: 49). Thus, the Arab Spring creates 
hope to the artists that ‘a new era of artistic freedom and opportunity had finally arrived’ 
(Jaafar, 2012). 
 
Before the Arab Spring, the Tunisian regime insisted that any film posted online required the 
filmmaker to gain official permission from the authorities. If this was not done, the 
consequences were that the filmmaker could be fined and jailed for ‘causing harm by means 
of telecommunication networks’ (Howard and Hussain, 2013: 84). However, after the 
Tunisian revolution, the censorship boards started to lose their power in most of the Arab 
countries; the Arab Spring motivated Arab artists and gives them hope to expose their 
creativity and distribute their political visual arts by using social media such as YouTube, 
Vimeo, Facebook and other networks. Many of the Arab artists, cartoonists, animators and 
studios used social media as an important tool for critiquing their governments whether 
including their own names or anonymously, and without fear of being arrested by the regime. 
Their works could not be forbidden by censorship because the government had difficulty 
policing the internet and digital media networks:  
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The importance of the internet for contemporary Arab civil society actors can be 
attributed to two factors: first, many groups were pushed online because other 
forms of political communication were prohibitively expensive and regulated by 
the state. Radio commercials and newspapers ads were still beyond the budget 
of most small civic groups and also similarly regulated by the state. The well-
monitored broadcast media were a means by which the state and mainstream 
political parties regulated discourse.  Second, the internet allowed for content to 
be hosted on servers beyond the control of state censors and afforded 
anonymity to those who advanced political criticism. During times of crises, 
when physical space for public conversation and debate closed down, the 
internet provides virtual spaces for political communication. 
(ibid: 5) 
 
The impact of social media on the recent Arab revolution is ‘leading up to the shift of control 
from power in people to the power of the people’ (Abdelhay, 2012: 533).  The implication of 
this was an explosion in the exposure of Arab animation artists and their work in comparison 
to the very limited opportunities and freedoms of the past determined by regimes that 
exercised control and censorship over traditional media, especially broadcasting. Social 
media has played an important role in supporting the Arab artists that ‘believe their 
contribution matters’ to share their works and interact with the Arab audience anytime they 
want (Jenkins, 2006: 7). Also, the Arab Spring makes the protesters “citizen-
documentarians” to believe in the power of moving image, by using their cameras and 
mobile phones to record and document the dramatic turn of events that happened front of 
them, and then share these videos with their communities (Jaafar, 2012). This type of 
contribution is called ‘participatory culture’ which enabled people to share and publish, 
usually through literature or the internet, their individual expression, news and ideas with 
others (Jenkins, 2006: 4).  
In addition, most social media networks, especially YouTube and Facebook, are free to use 
and offer the Arab artist and filmmakers the opportunity to distribute their work, made on 
small budgets, to massive audiences in the Arab region and the rest of the world: much 
larger in contrast than to those works shown on national television and in the cinema 
(Abdelhay, 2012: 530). According to Dr. Mohamed Ghazala, the director of regional African 
and Arabian chapter of the Association Internationale du Film d’Animation (ASIFA): 
Arab films were negatively affected by the censorship. Artists whatever their 
nationalities have to have the freedom of expression in their work without any 
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censorship by governments. I think the Arab Spring becomes the platform of 
freedom to the Arabic animation artists and studios and I hope the works that will 
be produced in the future will reflect our creativity to the world. 
(Ghazala, 29 March 2012 interview) 
 
Social media encourages the Arab artists to use it as a powerful platform for their political 
self-expression. Cambie (2012: 28) points out that the Arab people had been using social 
media before the revolution for years, but the Arab Spring ‘made people realise just how 
powerful these tools could be’. For example, Wael Ghonim is one of the Egyptian social 
media activists who started and helped to spark the Egyptian revolution by creating the 
Facebook memorial page ‘We are all Khaled Said’; this page was about a young blogger 
who had been arrested and beaten to death by the Egyptian security forces for ‘exposing 
their corruption’ (Howard and Hussain, 2013: 21). Ghonim says that everyone contributed 
small pieces via social media until they had drawn the whole picture of the Egyptian 
revolution (Cambie, 2012: 31). 
 
A group of young Egyptian activists and filmmakers believed in the power of moving image 
by launching a non-profit online media collective called Mosireen during the recent Egyptian 
revolution. The aim of this project was to film the continuous events of the revolution, and 
show the truth to the Egyptian people. Mosireen hosted an online library of moving images 
from the revolution, which was viewed by millions of visitors to become the most watched 
non-profit YouTube channel in Egypt of all time (Jaafar, 2012). Moreover, many political 
cartoonists delivered very powerful messages through their illustrations, such as the 
Jordanian cartoonist Emad Hajjaj (figure 16), the Syrian Ali Ferzat, the Egyptian Sherif Arafa, 
and many other cartoonists from the Arab world. The Arab Spring provided great political 
material to these artists to express themselves on a daily basis due to the rapidly changing 
events in the Middle East. In addition, social media websites gave the cartoonists the ability 
to spread their work worldwide during the Arab uprising, and reach millions of people within 
a few minutes of posting, in comparison to the slow-paced process of traditional media such 
as newspapers and magazines (Harutyunyan, 2012).  
 
38 
 
 
Figure 16.Emad Hajjaj, 2011. Weapons of the revolution in the Third Millennium. 
 
One of the Arab animation studios Kharabeesh (‘scribbles’ in Arabic) based in Amman, the 
capital city of Jordan, became one of the most popular Arab YouTube cartoon channels in 
the Middle East and North Africa as a consequence of the Arab revolution. The studio 
produced many political clips and music videos featuring Arab political figures, which have 
been viewed by a large number of audiences and received international channels’ attention 
such as CNN, France24, ABC News, Aljazeera and other international channels, during the 
Arab Spring. Subsequently, the studio established a channel called Liberal Scribbles which 
contains a collection of productions that highlights the revolution’s course of events in a 
creative manner and creating serious political points; therefore, ‘Nobody is safe from 
Kharabeesh’s jokes’ (Awad, 2012). 
 
Kharabeesh studio started in 2008 as a small production house, producing social animated 
videos through simple quality animation, and then posting them on the internet for free to 
watch. The technique of the majority of Kharabeesh’s animation is cut-out animation. It is a 
simple animation style that combines photographs and vector graphics together, and then 
uses computer generated animation, mainly Adobe Flash, software to make flat characters 
move, talk and change their facial expressions. A number of popular animations were 
produced using this method, such as the television shows South Park and Angela 
Anaconda. The entertainment studio JibJab also uses cut-out animation, and was created by 
the American brothers Evan and Gregg Spiridellis. They first came to public attention when 
they posted their first animated political satire online in 2000 called Capitol 3, and received 
attention from the US news channels and viewers (Robinson, 2010: 49). 
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Most of Kharabeesh’s videos could be stylized as limited animation with political mockery 
dialogue. For example, their characters have simple movements of their hands, arms, 
heads, and mouths, and the rest of their bodies are almost motionless (figure 17 & 18). Most 
of the videos are made with simple shadows, static moving cameras and are free of lights. 
The cut-out animation technique saves production time; the animator does not have to 
spend many hours creating artwork, such as drawing characters and backgrounds and then 
changing each individual key frame in animation. The Kharabeesh team wanted to use an 
animation technique that was less time consuming, as the fast political changes that 
happened during the Arab Spring inspired them to produce more clips and sketches and 
upload them to their channel on YouTube every few days.  Furthermore, the cut-out 
technique exports small file sizes that are suitable for Kharabeesh as an online channel. 
According to Wael Attili, animation director and the co-founder of Kharabeesh: 
 
Purposely, we did not want to make high quality animation such as Disney and 
Pixar. Basically, we celebrate the simple quality; we want to create very simple 
clips which anybody could make, we want to ‘democratize the creativity’.  
 
(Attili, 23 October 2012 interview) 
 
 
 
Figure 17.Kharabeesh cartoons, Hosni Mubarak&the 40 Thieves (2011). 
 
Before the Arab Spring, Kharabeesh studio tried to find local channels to support and 
broadcast their projects for the Jordanian audience, but they could not find any supporter. 
Attili (23 October 2012 interview) indicates that the main problem most of the Arab channels 
have is that the government support most of the channels without having a commercial 
40 
 
mentality. Therefore, the studio started to sell their products to mobile telecommunication 
companies as mobile content. However, this type of content forced the studio to work with 
limited technology, such as small video size, low quality, small screen dimensions, and small 
file size. Therefore, these limitations affected the quality of the animation productions. 
Consequently, they designed their style specific to mobile technology requirements and then 
carried on by producing simple cartoon clips. According to Attili (23 October 2012 
interview),”I think that people are looking for creativity not visual quality”. 
 
It is worth mentioning that Kharabeesh was active before the Arab revolution, but it became 
‘super’ active and more popular during and after the political uprising. Basically, YouTube 
became the main platform of showing and spreading Kharabeesh works to the Arab and 
international viewers by streaming their animation on the web, which increase raised their 
income. Attili (23 October 2012 interview) indicates that the traditional media played an 
important role in promoting social media by announcing that the recent Arab revolution 
happened because of social media. Therefore, this resulted in free advertising for YouTube, 
Twitter and Facebook.  Afterwards, large numbers of Arab people started to use the internet 
and social media. 
 
The dynamic of technology in Middle East and North Africa are rated as the highest and 
fastest growing regions in the developing world (Howard and Hussain, 2013: 12). Therefore, 
this development motivated the Arab animation artists and studios to use the internet as the 
main platform for their works. Moreover, Howard and Hussain (2013: 18) indicate that ‘digital 
media provided the important new tools that allow social movements to accomplish political 
goals that had previously been unachievable’. Attili said about this issue: 
 
There is no censorship on YouTube, and we can do whatever we want. 
Basically, we do not need to broadcast our work on the TV, we only need 
YouTube; you could count the viewer’s numbers, and people interact more with 
it. Subsequently, we established three other branches in Tunisia, Egypt and 
Emirates. Technology such as computers and smart phones helped a lot to 
spread the Arabic creativity via the internet. 
(Attili, 23 October 2012 interview) 
The main ‘tipping point’ that happened for Kharabeesh Studio was the Arab revolution. 
Kharabeesh projects are more concentrating on the contents of the dialogue and imitating 
the animated voice acting especially the characters of the political leaders. The dialogue of 
the videos is in Arabic with English and other languages subtitles in order to reach the 
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international viewers and media. For example, their first political video about the Arab 
revolution was on 19th January 2011: after the Tunisian revolution finished and before the 
Egyptian revolution started. The three minutes clip was about mocking the Tunisian 
president Zen Ben Ali who fled from Tunisia to Saudi Arabia by plane. Ben Ali calls some 
European and Arab leaders such as the French president Nicolas Sarkozy, the Egyptian 
president Hosni Mubarak, the Libyan president Muammar Gaddafi and other leaders to ask 
them for hosting (figure 18). The clip by Kharabeesh Studio shows the real heads but drawn 
bodies with simple lip-sync and bold dialogue. Attili said: 
The idea of using the real head is to tell the Arab people that this is in fact not a 
joke, because sometimes representing somebody through an illustration might 
be seen as symbolic, but we intentionally are looking for Zen Ben Ali in our clip. 
Consequently, the clip broke all the fear borders; we boldly put our studio’s logo 
on the clip which talks about the Arab leaders.  However, Arab people are not 
used to political sarcasm in animation, they may have seen it in caricature form, 
but it did not exist in Arab animation. 
(Attili, 23 October 2012 interview) 
 
 
Figure 18.Kharabeesh cartoons, Le journal du ZABA (2011). 
 
 
This simple video with basic animation style spread very fast and drew attention from many 
international channels. In addition, it was their first video that hit more than one million 
viewers on YouTube. Subsequently, they started to make more simple animated clips 
consistently about the Arab revolution in Egypt, Libya, and Syria and Yemen. Afterwards, the 
Arab Spring got more complicated and the situation became more sensitive, which led to 
Kharabeesh deciding to be more careful about making clips concerning the revolution. They 
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realised that the situation and the consequences of the Arab revolution were not going well, 
Attili said:  
 
Basically, the fantasy and the romance of the Arab revolution were finished, 
especially when NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) invaded Libya; I 
think this killed the innocence of the Arab revolution. Recently, we carefully 
made some political clips. As well, we are making more variety of videos such as 
social, comedy, entertainment and animation tutorials, and not only political. 
 
(Attili, 23 October 2012 interview) 
 
Social media encouraged the Arab artists not only to create political works, but to recover 
their previous work that had been banned, due to the strict state censorship, and share 
these films with the public too (Abdelhay, 2012: 536). In addition, some artists uploaded their 
political works during or/and after the Arab Spring due to the rising interest of the Arab 
people in the political issues and the changing events. Therefore, YouTube became a big 
archive of Arab animation films and clips which are available to everybody. 
 
A Syrian animation director Akram Agha made a few political shorts before the Arab Spring 
such as Attention (2005) and The General’s Boot (2008). The length of The General's Boot 
film is 17 minutes and he made it on his own, taking around one year to produce. The film 
tells a story about dictatorship and freedom; the director uses the metaphor as a visual 
language of his film. For example; the army boots take the role of the leaders as 
representative of repression and authoritarianism, and the worn shoes take the role of the 
people (Figure 19).  
 
Figure 19.Akram Agha, The General’s Boot (2008). 
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Agha’s film The General’s Boot mirrored reality three years later; it was similar to the events 
that occurred during the Arab Spring. Agha (18 January 2013 interview) confirmed that he 
did not consider that he had predicted the Arab Spring, but that it was “a reading of the 
history and life cycle”. However, the film was inspired by the ‘Odessa Steps’ scene from the 
film Battleship Potemkin (1925) by Sergei Eisenstein, and then developed to become more 
like a prophecy of the Arab Spring.  
 
The film was uploaded on YouTube in 2011 when the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions 
finished and just a few days before the Syrian revolution started. Agha (18 January 2013 
interview) wanted to send a message to the Arab audience through his film’s ending. It 
shows that the success of a revolution does not necessarily mean the making of a civilized 
country: the general’s boots could remain even after the revolution. A question was asked to 
Agha about the reason for not posting the film online before the revolution. From Agha’s 
point of view this was because of a perceived lack of interest by the Arab audience to this 
type of political animation, and his subject, an Arab revolution against the regime, was just a 
fantasy that would never happen. 
 
Social media networks are used as a technological weapon by the Arab artists to criticise the 
regime, governments and some public behaviours and attitudes. Nevertheless, the right of 
freedom of expression is still limited because of the strict faith-based internet censorship in 
the majority of Arab and Muslim countries. Howard and Hussain (2013: 83) state that ‘official 
attribute intervention to preventing the spread of blasphemous or offensive information that 
challenges the religious and cultural morality of the state’.  Also the Arab and Muslim viewers 
would target and critique the posted videos and check their suitability in order to protect the 
moral values and the principles of Islam from any offensive and blasphemous content. 
Hence, the Arab artists should pay attention to public criticism of their art works. Cohen 
(2004: 155) notes about this issue: 
 
The censure of a person can be far more damaging than the censorship of a film. When 
a film is cut the public loses something that might have occupied the screen for only a 
few seconds. When a talented person is denied work in his or her chosen field, the public 
may lose the achievements of a whole career.  
 
The Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam (CDHRI) gives everyone ‘the right to enjoy 
the fruits of their scientific, literary, artistic, or technical production and the right to protect the 
moral and material interests stemming from it, the document stipulates that such content 
should not be contrary to the principles of Islam Sharia’ (Noman, 2011: 3). Arab filmmakers 
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have enough cultural knowledge and life experience to know what is acceptable and what is 
not acceptable in order to avoid offending the Muslims; they know the importance of dealing 
with their cultural boundaries. Nevertheless, the Arab filmmakers should play it safe and 
consult Islamic councils to avoid any serious problems with the Islamic world in case they 
want to post any artistic work online which includes Islamic content.  
 
The Arab Spring expanded the boundaries of the freedom of expression for the Arab people 
in North Africa and the Middle East. Therefore, Arab animation artists used the power of 
social media, especially YouTube, to distribute their political works during the Arab Spring in 
Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, Syria, and elsewhere in North Africa and the Middle East 
since 2011 without fear of being arrested by the regime. The implication for this is an 
explosion in the exposure of Arab animation artists and their work in comparison to the very 
limited opportunity and freedoms of the past determined by regimes that practice control and 
censorship over traditional media such as television, cinema, radio and newspapers. Finally, 
social media provided access to a big archive of Arab animation which is now available to 
everybody. 
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2.3 The indie short animated film Growing (2013) 
 
The discussion in this chapter shows that one of the main reasons why there are limited 
numbers of Arab shorts and feature animated films is the lack of funding. Thus, the question 
becomes how it might be possibleto make a self-funded short animated film in the Arab 
region. To address this issue, I decided to do an experiment by making a short animated 
film, Growing (2013), as a part of my research practice in response to the previous 
discussion (figure 20, on the DVD). The duration of the film is five minutes and the theme is 
human rights; it tells a story of a child who plays with a toy weapon and grows up along with 
it.  
 
 
Figure 20.The short animated film Growingby Tariq Alrimawi[DVD] 
 
Many children are killed in wars in the Middle East and other countries around the world, by 
terrorist groups or soldiers who choose to enact this type of anti-social behaviour and 
violence against civilians and children. They might have been affected during their own 
childhood by the toy weapons they grew up with, and which they have since decided to turn 
into real weapons. The violence in action movies, too, may influence such generations. 
Therefore, the aim of this anti-violence short animation is to deliver a message about the 
dangers of kids' toy weapons and war video games. The film seeks to influence the children 
and their parents to learn about the risk of using these toys; these toys could provide grown-
up parallels to the kids, encouraging them to become more violent. This film might make its 
spectators, especially parents, think about changing these types of toys for more useful and 
educational toys. 
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During this project I collaborated with six talented Jordanian artists who worked on the 
storyboard, character designs, background designs, modelling, animation and music. These 
artists have experience in the animation field in films targeted at 3-9 year olds, and all the 
work was produced by distance between the United Kingdom and Jordan via online 
communication over ten months, from May 2012 until March 2013. The techniques used 
were a combination of 3D and 2D animation with Cel-shading rendering to give it cinematic 
style.  
 
The project started when the short animated film Missing (which will be discussed in the next 
chapter)won several awards at both Arab and international film festivals. Most of these 
awards were trophies and certificates, but a few of them were money prizes. I decided to 
save the money and invest it in another low budget short animated film. I contacted the 
artists and asked if they were interested in working on my new film; they were interested in 
being a part of a non-commercial short film to share with their communities, and to be 
screened at domestic and international film festivals.  
 
Before the film was finished, a non-commercial film production company in Jordan, Think 
Factory612 offered cooperation by covering all the fees that I spent on the film. Think 
Factory612 enhances the production of films, documentaries, and other visual art projects 
that have the ability to make an impact upon societies in our region. They liked my previous 
film Missing and the story of the new film Growing and were interested in being a sponsor for 
a short film that contains a human rights issue. This practice shows that making short films 
can be done with a low budget; all you need is a good story, talented people and patience. 
At the time of writing this thesis, Growing has been screen at several international film 
festivals such as the Amnesty Human Rights Film Festival 2013 in Cambridge, the Los 
Angeles International Children’s Film Festival, the Capalbio International Short Film 
Festival2013 in Italy and Karama Human Rights Film Festival 2013 in Jordan (See appendix 
8). 
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Chapter 3: West vs. Arab 
Stereotyping of Arabs and Muslims in Western animated films and cartoons 
 
You can hit an Arab free; they’re free enemies, free villains -- where you couldn’t do 
it to a Jew or you can’t do it to a black anymore.” Sam Keen, author of Faces of the 
Enemy. 
(Shaheen, 2009: 12) 
 
The previous chapter attempted to explore the reasons why Arab animation is absent in the 
domestic and international market, stressing that this has been recently affected by a lack of 
investors, as many Arab animation filmmakers struggle to get funding and support from the 
Arab governments to develop the animation industry in the region. In addition, Arab/Islamic 
animation filmmakers face many challenges, especially when they make animated films 
about Islam or using and adapting stories of the Qur'an. Firstly, they need to pass the Arab 
censorship conditions and to get permission from the Islamic authorities to make and screen 
their films in Arab and Islamic countries. Secondly, they hope to export the ‘real’ Arab and 
Islam via the animation medium to the International market, an initiative which could be 
resisted by the West because of concerns that these films represent the unwelcome 
ideologies of foreign cultures and the laws of Islam. These cultures are totally different from 
Western ones.  
 
From a political perspective, production has been enabled and Arab filmmakers can make 
political points due to the freedom of expression gained during and since the Arab Spring. 
But religious freedom of expression is not as straightforward because Muslims are 
commitment to their faith and religious traditions. However, part of the practice of this 
research is to adapt stories of the Qur’an finding a solution for representing the prophets in 
ways acceptable to Islamic tradition and rules. The target audience of this practice are Arab 
and Western audiences with the desire that the film could be screened anywhere and 
anytime all around the world. The Practice will be submitted to the Islamic councils in Jordan 
and the UK to get their permission and responses, and to avoid any problems with the 
Islamic world. The aim of the practice is to contribute knowledge and create a guide for 
Arab-Islamic animation filmmakers by discovering more about the religious figures that they 
can or cannot represent in their films. The issue is currently subject to a lack of debate, and 
the assumption is that such figures cannot be represented at all. If the decision is negative, 
the council will explain the reasons and thus will certainly contribute to knowledge, even if 
the film does not receive the council's approval. It is important to understand that not every 
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rejection can be published due to the sensitive issues involved, but when this is the case the 
rejection will be summarised appropriately. 
 
The next step is to apply the results of this research practice on animation films in the future, 
in order to export them to the international markets, especially Europe and the USA. Let us 
assume that one day Arabs manage to make high quality animated films using Arabic stories 
or/and stories from the Holy Qur’an. This will allow Arab filmmakers to try to speak to other 
global cultures through these films. However, initially there seems to be only limited 
possibilities of using these types of stories to reach the international market. It is important, 
therefore, to interrogate the relationship between the Arab/Islamic world and the West. 
Making films using such stories might build a bridge between these two different cultures. It 
would be helpful to anticipate what the reaction of a Western audience would be to an 
Arabic/Islamic animated film. To address these points we should look first to the current 
relationship between Islam and the West. 
 
After September 11, 2001, the irrational fear of Arabs and the Islamic increased in the West 
and Muslims have become targets of increased hostility, creating the now so-called 
Islamophobia (Kalin, 2011:8). The first use in print of the term Islamophobia was in the report 
of the Commission on British Muslims and Islamophobia in 1997 (Iqbal, 2010:578). This 
commission was established in 1996 by the Runnymede Trust, an independent research and 
social policy agency. The report was called Islamophobia: A Challenge for Us All and 
describes the main features of Islamophobia and the challenge it poses to Muslims 
communities. It covers central topics about Muslims communities and concerns in Britain, 
media coverage, violence and building bridges by inter-community projects and dialogue.  
The report also contains many sub-topics separately from the main text, such as diversity 
and difference within Islam, perception of Islam as a threat, opposition to immigration and 
other topics. Moreover, the report shows statistical tables of Muslim issues such as 
residential patterns, employment and unemployment, population in some cities in Britain and 
incidents seen as racially motivated. The commission distributed more than 3500 copies to 
government departments, organizations, social communities, universities and the media. 
 
The report defined the term Islamophobia as ‘the practical consequences to such hostility in 
unfair discrimination against Muslims individual and communities, and to the exclusion of 
Muslims from mainstream political and social affairs’ (Runnymede Trust, 1997:4). 
Islamophobia has affected Muslim film producers’ capacity to show their Arab/Islamic 
animated films to a Western audience. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the Saudi film 
production Badr International invested around 12 million dollars in their first feature, the 
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Islamic animated film Muhammad the Last Prophet (2002) and made an agreement with 
many companies and cinemas to distribute and screen the film in the USA with the intention 
of portraying Islam as a peace-loving faith to American audiences. As noted earlier, 
however, the film’s production finished during the same period of time as 9/11 in 2001 and 
most of the agreements were cancelled by the US cinema chains and distributors, due to 
Islamophobia. Therefore, the film’s cinema screening was put on hold for two year years. 
Badr International consequently stopped producing animation films. 
 
3.1 The journey of The 99 
 
After the September 11, 2001 attacks Dr. Naif al-Mutawa, a Kuwaiti clinic psychologist and 
co-founder of the Teshkeel Media Group - based in the United States and Kuwait, attempted 
to fight against extremism, Islamophobia and the stereotyping of Islam through the medium 
of creative visual arts. He created a superheroes comic (figure 21)  and a corresponding 3D 
animation TV series (figure 22) inspired by Islam called The 99 to illustrate the principles, 
moral values and generosity of the Islamic faith. It tells a stories of ninety-nine superheroes 
whose names and powers referred to the ninety-nine attributes of God in Islam, such as 
Jabbar (The Powerful), Aleem (The All-Knowing) and Batina (The Hidden) These 
superheroes want to save the world from its evils by finding the ninety-nine gemstones that 
have imbued in special power.  
 
 
Figure 21.The 99 superheroes comic books, by Tashkeel Media Group 
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Figure 22.The 99 superheroes 3D animation TV series and web games, by Tashkeel Media Group 
 
The story, which is based on Islamic history, culture and religion, has universal appeal and 
received international attention through targeting Muslim and non-Muslim audiences. The 
comics were published in several different languages including Arabic and English, and the 
television series was shown in 70 countries. The characters were from different countries 
and were very diverse. The characters, both male and female, wore different clothing styles; 
some female characters covered their hair with head scarfs or hijabs, others had their hair 
uncovered and only one character, Batina the Hidden, wore a burqa that covered her whole 
body and face (figure 23). She had the ability to blend and become invisible and also the 
power to hide the other members. Her clothing style was visually suited to her abilities and 
powers and not just because she was Muslim.  Although the ninety-nine characters’ names 
and superpowers were inspired by the Qur’an they are without religious context and there is 
no explicit religion in The 99. Al-Mutawa said: 
There is no religion in the comics. I am not proselytizing. There is no "how do you 
pray" or "how do you find God." The characters aren't praying--not that they won't 
pray or don't pray or that I am saying anything against prayer--but the comic book 
series is supposed to be for everybody irrespective of their religion. I told my 
animation writers that it is only when Jewish kids think that the heroes are Jewish 
and Buddhist kids think they are Buddhist and Christians think they are Christian and 
so on and so forth that I will have achieved what I am trying to achieve.  
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That being said, the comics are inspired by Islam in the sense that the positive 
values that are in them--generosity and mercy and wisdom--these are very positive 
things that are within Islam and every religion, and frankly within human beings 
whether or not they believe in God. That is what I am trying to bring out, values that I 
have in my culture and my heritage and my religion that I share with the rest of 
humanity… So that is the difference in having a comic that is Islamic versus inspired 
by Islam. It is inspired by values and not behavior. 
 (Smith, 2010) 
 
Figure 23.Batina the Hidden is one of The 99’s superheroes, 
by Tashkeel Media Group 
 
The 99 was officially banned in Saudi Arabia and ‘received threats of fatwas against [al-
Mutawa] and his project clerics’. The reason for the ban was the use of the ninety-nine 
names of God as human characters (Merica, 2011). Later on, Saudi Arabia cancelled the 
ban after an Islamic bank in Bahrain, which was mainly owned by Saudi members, invested 
in The 99 and opened the door to Saudi Arabia.  In the documentary film Wham Bam Islam 
(2011), which tells the story of al-Mutawa and the dramatic journey of The 99 within the 
global marketplace, al-Mutawa points out the importance of reaching the Saudi market due 
to the country’s combined big population (26,9 million) and richness. It is the only place in 
the Middle East that has both people and money; some countries in the Middle East have 
money but no people, like Kuwait (2,6 million) and Qatar (2 million), and other countries have 
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people but no money like Egypt (85,2 million) and Algeria (38 million) (Central Intelligence 
Agency, 2013). Purposely, the project was not submitted to the Islamic authorities in the 
Arab world; al-Mutawa said ‘Once I had product I got funded by an Islamic Investment Bank 
to allay concern’ (Online communication August 27, 2013). Sometimes economics overrides 
religious concerns, and this case illustrates that if a filmmaker gets economic support from 
an Islamic bank for a project, it is assumed that the project will get cultural and economic 
embraces. Often, it is not just about religious Islamic law. it is also about a whole range of 
cultural factors in terms of politics, economics, and everyday faith.  
 
The 99 received a large amount of positive feedback and reviews from the American and 
international media, especially about the way its Muslim creator, Dr. Naif, was attempting to 
‘reposition Islam to Muslims’. Afterwards, DC Comics collaborated with Tashkeel Media and 
published The Justice League of America affiliated with The 99 (figure 24). Thus, 
superheroes such as Superman, Batman, Wonder Woman and their colleagues joined 
forces with characters from The 99 to save the World together. This collaboration was a 
great opportunity to build bridges between the Arab world and the West and encourage 
positive dialogue for future generations. The 99 is gaining more success and growing quickly 
in the domestic and international entertainment marketplace. 
 
In May 2010, The Hub Network – an American channel for children – purchased the rights to 
broadcast The 99 animation series to the American audience for five years. Subsequently, a 
number of negative criticisms from the US press focused on the story of the series and its 
characters’ clothing styles, especially the character Batina; they perceive it as Islamic 
fundamentalist propaganda. The Atlas Shrugs blogger, Pamela Geller, attacked The 99 and 
described it as a continuous ‘onslaught of cultural jihad’. The New York Post columnist, 
Andrea Peyser, warned Americans to ‘Hide your face and grab the kids. Coming soon to a 
TV in your child’s bedroom is a posse of righteous, Sharia-compliant Muslim superheroes - 
including one who fights crime hidden head-to-toe by a burqa’ (Merica, 2011). In October 
2010, The Hub Network postponed the broadcast of The 99 for indefinite period (effectively 
cancelling it) due to the negative press against it. Meanwhile The 99 launched on the 
internet streaming channel Netflix in December 2012. 
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Figure 24.A cover of series 6 ofThe 99 joined for the first time with The Justice League of America, 
by DC and Tashkeel Media Group 
 
 
Kalin (2011:11) indicates that such aggressive, uncivilized religious beliefs and practices 
characterise the view of Islam in the West. Kalin (2011:9) notes the following: 
Islamophobic acts manifest themselves in numerous ways. Some are explicit and 
obvious, some subtle and implicit. They take various forms and display varying 
degrees of aggression. Sometimes, they come in the form of verbal and physical 
attacks on Muslim individuals. In some cases, mosques, Islamic centers, and Muslim 
properties are attacked and desecrated… Islamophobic takes the form of suspicion, 
staring, hazing mockery, rejection, stigmatizing, and outright discrimination. 
In 2011 the Independent on Sunday newspaper published a story, using the headline 
Muslims call for action against hate crimes. The newspaper reported that there were more 
than 760 Islamophobic attacks since April 2009 in the UK, warning that attacks against 
Muslims and Islamic property such as mosques, graves and Islamic organisations were 
increasing in Britain. Al-Awaisi and Nye (2006:23) indicate that there is a real challenge for 
Muslims living in a diverse British society that subjects Muslims to stereotyping, hostility and 
Islamophobia. On the other hand, the debates about Islam versus the West are made more 
complex because many Muslims have become citizens in Europe and America and many 
Islamic and Muslims have become part of Western society. For example, there are more 
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than 1.5 million Muslims in Britain and they should not be considered as ‘others’ anymore 
(Ibid: 3-4). 
 
The Western media use negative stereotypes to describe Arabs, thus, novelists, cartoonists, 
and filmmakers build their perceptions about Arabs ’based on what they read in print, hear 
on the radio, and see on television’ (Shaheen, 2009:34). For example, the media coverage 
mostly uses key words such as ‘extremists’, ‘terrorists’ and ‘fanatics’ as synonymous with 
‘Arabs’ (El-Farra. 1996: 1-2). Said (2003: 26) states: 
 
The postmodern world has been a reinforcement of the stereotypes by which the 
Orient is viewed. Television, the films, and all the media’s resources have forced 
information into more and more standardized moulds. However, the American media 
is different than the European media because ‘the societies differ so much, the 
audience differ, the organizations and the interests differ. Every American reporter 
has to be aware that his or her country is a superpower with interests and ways of 
pursuing those interests that other countries do not have. 
 (Said 1981: 47) 
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3.2 The Danish Cartoons Crisis 
 
In September 2005, a Danish newspaper, Jyllands-Posten, published 12 cartoons 
representing the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) to investigate how Muslims would react towards 
these drawings. Most of the cartoons showed the Prophet and Muslims in a variety of 
offensive positions (Bluitgen, 2009:11). As noted earlier, according to the Islamic traditions it 
is blasphemous to represent an image of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and the prophets in 
general8. The main problem with these cartoons was the offensive depiction of Islam and the 
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). The newspaper claims that ‘the pictures accompanied an editorial 
criticising self-censorship’ after Danish writer Kare Bluitgen had a problem finding artists to 
draw the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) for his book about the Prophet. Bluitgen writes: 
 
Could it really be that some illustrators were afraid of depicting Muhammad? In the 
end, the illustrations in my book do indeed show Muhammad’s face, but they were 
drawn by an anonymous illustrator…For two weeks, this debate raged in Denmark 
until the newspaper Jyllands-Posten decided to test to see if I was right when claiming 
that Danish illustrators exercised self-censorship in their artistic choice. The paper 
asked newspaper illustrators and cartoonists to draw Muhammad as they saw him. 
Twelve illustrations submitted their drawings to the editor. Today, these drawings are 
by far more famous that the drawings that were actually published in my book that 
launched the discussion. 
(Bluitgen, 2009:11-12) 
 
Many Muslims gave their opinions and said that the 12 drawings represented the Prophet in 
a very negative manner without any respect to Islam or Muslims (Muhammad cartoon row, 
2006). Western society needs to recognise that faith Muslims are very sensitive to all issues 
related to their faith including Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and Holy Qur’an (Al-Awaisi and Nye, 
2006:4-5). Ghazi (2006:12, 13) in his book The Cartoons Cry notes: 
 
The cartoon-bombs had targeted one of the world’s most loved and most persecuted 
persons – the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). Again? But Why? ...Again and again 
claim after claim was made that cartoons were published in defence of freedom of 
expression. Was it really a Herculean endeavour to protect, or project freedom of 
expression? 
 
Those who initiated, commissioned and first published the blasphemous cartoons 
and those who reprinted them and justified their publication: Are they the true 
                                               
8Note of caution: Iran is not the model for the world Muslims in matters of Islamic law regarding drawing of the 
Prophet Muhammad and other prophets. (Ghazi, 2006:23) 
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representatives of a great civilization built on respect for the rights individual, even 
the rights of cats and dogs, the civilization that took man and man’s machines to the 
Outer Space, that gave humanity free access to an immense ocean of information? 
Slok (2009) reports that Islamic groups and ambassadors in Denmark asked the Danish 
Prime Minister Anders Fogh to respect the Islamic religious beliefs and ban the newspaper 
that published these drawings. Moreover, they requested that the newspaper Jyllands-
Posten should apologise. However, the Prime Minister responded that ‘the government will 
not interfere’ he also said ‘The Danish government has no means to influence the 
press…Freedom of expression is the core basis of Danish society’. Then, Jyllands-Posten 
newspaper issued a statement on their homepage addressed ‘for which we must apologise’. 
Also, the Danish people agreed to not express regret to Muslims (Klausen, 2009: 32). 
Islamic groups and Islamic ambassadors in Denmark emphasized that the right to freedom 
of expression should not be disrespectful towards Islam or other religions (Slok, 2009: 6). 
However, the negative answer from the Danish government offended Muslims in the Arab 
and Islamic world and led to protests and riots against Danish embassies in many Islamic 
countries, Britain and France. The estimates show that 139 Muslims have died as a result of 
the riots against the cartoons (Keane, 2008:861). 
Ghazi (2006:23) argues that numerous European countries have established clear limits to 
the freedom of expression of journalists, historians and other academics when it comes to 
particular subjects; anyone, for example, denying the Holocaust. Klausen (2009: 30) 
indicates that Jyllands-Posten had double standards when they refused to use cartoons that 
depicted Jesus in offensive images just a few years before their cartoon crisis. The editor, 
Christoffer Zieler, gave the excuse to the cartoonists that Jyllands-Posten’s readers would 
not enjoy the drawings and ‘they will provoke an outcry’ (Ibid). Paradoxically, there is 
unlimited freedom of expression in Europe and USA when it comes to offending Muslims 
and their beliefs. 
In August 2006, Iran’s biggest-selling newspaper, Hamshahri, established an international 
Holocaust cartoon competition in response to the Danish cartoons depicting the Prophet 
Muhammad(PBUH) in offensive images and published in European Newspapers (figure 25) 
(Tait, 2006). The main purpose of this competition was to test the freedom of speech in 
Europe and the USA (Iran displays Holocaust cartoons, 2006).More than 200 Holocaust 
Cartoons were displayed at a museum in the Iranian capital, Tehran, and were chosen from 
approximately 1200 entries received from many Islamic countries, including America and 
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Britain (Ibid). Massoud Tabatabai, director of the Iranian House of Cartoons which 
coordinated the competition said: 
Why is it acceptable in western countries to draw any caricature of the Prophet 
Muhammad, yet as soon as there are any questions or doubts raised about the 
Holocaust, fines and jail sentences are handed down? 
(Tait, 2006) 
 
 
Figure 25.International Holocaust cartoon Exhibition (2006) 
Obviously, there are points of conflict between the West and the Islamic world via their arts 
cultures, often exacerbating tensions more and more.  Consequently, in October 2006, the 
UN organized a seminar entitled Cartooning for Peace: The Responsibility of Political 
Cartoonists to try to reduce the ’cartoon war’ between Muslims and the West. The 
conference included the participation of twelve political cartoonists from different nationalities 
and exhibited their peaceful cartoons (figure 26). The UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, 
noted in response to the Danish cartoons that ‘few things can hurt you more directly than a 
caricature of yourself, of a group you belong to, or -- perhaps worst -- of a person you deeply 
respect…Cartoonists should use their influence, not to reinforce stereotypes or inflame 
passions, but to promote peace and understanding’. (Keane, 2008: 874). However, a 
representative of the Danish cartoonists doubtfully concluded: ‘We can’t understand them. 
They can’t understand us’ (Ibid). The theme of ‘Us and Them’ was discussed in detail by the 
Palestinian American literary theoretician, Edward Said in his book Orientalism (1978). The 
term Orientalism transmits from one era to another (Said, 2003:15). Ultimately, the term is 
used as ‘a political vision of reality whose structure promoted the difference between the 
familiar (Europe, the West, “us”) and the strange (the Orient, the East, “them”)’ (Said, 2003: 
43).  
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Figure 26.Time’s Running Out (2006): A peaceful cartoon done by Ranan R. Lurie. 
 
The cartoon crisis moved from protests and riots to boycotts of Danish products in Arab and 
Islamic countries; this affected Danish businesses, workers and economy. Ghazi (2006:49) 
claims that ‘by refusing to act in the cartoons crises the government of Denmark put the 
whole Danish society in jeopardy, therefore, the Muslim action against the Danish economy 
was as much a strike at the government and people of an “enemy country” as it was a 
collective punishment for the industry of an offending nation’. The consequence was that the 
Danish Prime Minister apologised for the offence caused by the cartoons (BBC, 2006). In 
February 2010, Jyllands-Posten apologised to eight Muslim organizations for their 
Muhammad (PBUH) cartoons with the aim of convincing them to drop the court case against 
the newspaper (Eriksen, 2010). 
 
The Danish embassy in Jordan tried to narrow the gap between themselves and the Arab 
people by asking to rebuild the relationships through an art workshop. In February 2010, the 
Danish embassy in Jordan supported a two week animation workshop run by the Animation 
House Copenhagen in cooperation with Royal Film Commission Jordan. I had a chance to 
be a trainer volunteer of this workshop which was divided into three ages groups; 5 years 
and under, 5-10 years and 10-15 years. One of the main reasons for this workshop was to 
create friendships between Danish people and Jordanian people and stop the hatred caused 
by the cartoons. I personally think that the workshop worked well and succeeded in that 
matter. 
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3.3 ‘Real Arab’ from the Western point of view 
 
In March 2007, Jordan’s Queen Rania Al-Abdullah tried to bring the two cultures, Arab and 
American, closer together by establishing a YouTube channel to portray positive Arab and 
Islamic imagery (Shaheen, 2009:5). The queen asked producers, actors and an Arab 
American comedian from Hollywood to show Western, and specifically American, viewers 
the real Arab world. Queen Rania said: 
 
I want Americans to know the places and the faces and the rituals and cultures that 
shape the part of the world that I call home… In a world where it’s so easy to 
connect with one another, we [Arab and Americans] still remain very much 
disconnected. [So] it’s important for all of us to join forces, come together and try to 
bring down those misconceptions. 
 
To show the ‘real Arab’ means to show the Arab and Muslim contribution to our civilization 
through physics, science, mathematics, literature, geography and astronomy from the past, 
and to show the achievements of the talented Arab/Muslim people in the present (Ibid: 8-9). 
In Arab countries, we ride cars not camels; camels are just for tourists. The majority of Arab 
people wear Western fashion, and only traditional garments for special events. In Arab 
countries we live in houses not in tents. Arabs are proud about their origins and heritage, but 
at the same time they follow technological development.  
 
Shaheen (2009:10) claims that Western filmmakers are confusing viewers by depicting 
Arabs and Muslims as ‘one and the same people’. The reality is not all Arabs are Muslims 
and not all Muslims are Arabs; for example, the estimated number of Christian people in 
Lebanon is 31-35%, 10.5% in Egypt, and 16% in Iraq (Guide: Christians in the Middle East, 
2011). Additionally, there are non-Arabs in other regions and countries with large Muslim 
populations such as Indonesia (251 million), Pakistan (193.2 million), Turkey (80.6 million), 
Iran (79.8 million), and other Asian countries (Central Intelligence Agency 2013). Most 
Western people think that Iranians are Arabs and do not know the difference between them, 
but the fact is that Iranians are Persians; they are a different ethnic group from the Arabs.  
 
 
Stereotyping Arabs and Islam did not start only after 11/9; but long before. For example, the 
Arabian Nights stories had been translated into more than 200 languages and influenced 
international filmmakers’ perceptions (Shaheen, 2009:14). The first feature animated film in 
Europe and one of the first in the world was produced in Germany. It was called The 
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Adventure of Princes Achmed, and was adapted from One Thousands and One Nights in 
1925 (Bendazzi, 1994: 33). It was also the first animated film in the world that had been 
adapted from fairytale stories (Zipes, 2011: 86). Walt Disney's animated feature film Aladdin 
(1992)came from Arabian fairytales, and DreamWorks has produced Sinbad: Legend of the 
Seven Seas (2003). Moreover, a French animated film called Azur and Asmar (2006) is also 
adapted from Arabian fairytales stories. Even Japanese filmmakers have made animated 
films adapted from Arabian Nights such as The Adventure of Sinbad (1962) and Aladdin and 
the Wonderful Lamp (1982) (Shaheen, 2009:53, 63). 
 
The films mentioned above demonstrate that Arabic stories contain powerful imagery 
suitable to make stunning animation films. There are many miracles and magical events in 
them that could be visually enabled by digital motion pictures and special effects techniques 
(Felperin, 1997: 140).  Suddenly, in the 20th century, these Arabian stories became ‘Western 
classical fairy tales’ as Zipes mentions in his book The Enchanted Screen (2011), writing: 
 
By the beginning of the twentieth century, the western classical fairy tales became 
established mimetically as a canon and were disseminated through all forms of the 
mass media including books, postcards, newspapers, journals, radio, and film. The 
major tales were and still are: "Cinderella," "The Frog Prince," … "Aladdin," "Ali Baba 
and the Forty Thieves," and some other variants of these tales. 
(Zipes, 2011: 19) 
 
It is interesting those classical Arabian stories, such as Aladdin and Ali Baba, became 
‘Western classical fairytales’, making the Orient become an essential part of ‘European 
material civilization and culture’ (Said, 2003: 2). The Arab people should feel proud that 
Western filmmakers are using their stories and resources to make high standard animated 
films, and using animation techniques to create incredible magical worlds which are viewed 
by many people all around the globe. However, the evidence in the following paragraphs 
show that Arab people are disappointed with the way these stories have been adapted to 
stereotype Arabs, the owners of the original resource. These Western animation productions 
are using Arabian stories in their films to promote the ideas of hostile and barbaric Arabs, 
often by using aggressive words to describe Arabs, for example, in Walt Disney's animated 
film Aladdin (1992) in the opening lyrics: 
 
I come from a land, 
From a faraway place, 
Where the caravan camels roam. 
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Where they cut off your ear, 
If they do not like your face, 
It is barbaric, but hey, it is home. 
 
Shaheen (2009: 57) in his book Reel Bad Arabs, How Hollywood Vilifies a People addresses 
Disney's opening song and asks 'why begin a children's film with lyrics such as "barbaric" 
and "cut off your ear"?', 'Why declare a culture "barbaric"?' In 1993, Disney decided to delete 
two lines from the opening lyrics but retained ‘It is barbaric, but hey, it is home’, after the 
Arab-American Anti-Discrimination Committee protested against Disney Studios and its 
racial and bad image of Arabs in Aladdin (Cohen, 2004:113). However, the rest of the lines 
of the lyrics still retained the stereotype of Arabs. Also, Disney Studios ignored a 
requirement from the Arab-American Anti-Discrimination Committee to remove some scenes 
of the film like the scene that shows a grotesque Arab street vendor about to remove 
Princess Jasmine's hand, because she took an apple to feed a starving poor child (Griffin, 
1994: 68). 
 
Later on, Disney repeated this negative Arab stereotype when they made The Return of 
Jafar (1994).  They received many letters and calls from Arab-Americans complaining that 
‘filmmakers featured so many stereotypes’ (Shaheen, 2009: 59). On the other hand, 
Japanese filmmakers inspired by the Arabian Nights stories made animated films such as 
The Adventure of Sinbad (1962) by Masao Kuroda and Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp 
(1982) by Yoshinori Kasai. In contrast to Disney the Japanese animators presented a 
positive image: ‘Arab heroes, a few villains. No offensive songs; Islam is revered’ (Shaheen, 
2009:52-64). So, why does the West represent Arabs and Muslims with such a negative 
attitude? Felperin (1997: 138) stated: 
 
The visual interpretations of the Aladdin are used for three purposes: to allay fears 
about the Oriental ‘Other’, to display technical innovations, and finally to buttress to 
discourse of Western technological superiority through the textual appropriation of a 
story of the Oriental Other. 
 
It is difficult to understand way Western animation productions use foreign cultural stories 
and adapt them to incorporate negative representation and spread the fear of Arabs and 
Muslim, and their supposed desire take over the world (Said, 2003: 287). In the past, 
Oriental perspectives were used by a very large mass of Western writers, poets, novelists 
and artists depicting the ‘Orient’, especially the Middle East, ‘as the starting point for 
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elaborate theories, epics, novels, social descriptions, and political accounts concerning the 
Orient, its people, customs, “mind,” destiny, and so on’ (Ibid: 2). 
Disney’s animated film Aladdin ‘attempt[s] to reflect Arab culture and appearance within the 
limitations of a caricatured form’ (Felperin, 1997: 138). The films protagonists, Aladdin, 
Princess Jasmine and her father, the Sultan, are Westernized and all the other Arabs are 
ruthless and uncivilized caricatures (Shaheen, 2009: 57). Therefore, I argue that Western 
animated films have been misrepresenting Arabic classical fairytales stories since the 
beginning of the twentieth century and helped to increase the gap between the West and the 
Middle East. 
 
Shaheen (2009:4) shows in his book nearly 1100 films that stereotype and depict Arabs in a 
negative way between 1896 and 2001, long before 9/11, by showing Arabs as billionaires, 
bombers, and belly dancers (BBB). I would like to include another image – the ‘Bedouin’ – to 
become (BBBB) even while Arabs live in the 21st century. Western filmmakers display Arabs 
and Muslims as the ‘public enemy’ of their nations (Ibid: 8). Most of these films were made 
by producers from the United States, Australia, Canada, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, 
France and Israel (Ibid: 18). Basically, ‘Muslims believe that they are under attack globally’ 
(Naber, 2012: 117). The report of the Runnymede Trust (1997: 39) shows that there are 
many forms of racist violence: 
 
Behavior which causes distress or suffering to the victim and which appears to be 
motivated by hostility towards someone because of their ethnicity, culture, 
community, religion, descent, appearance, race or national origin. It includes not 
only physical assaults but also verbal abuse, threats and insults, and damage to 
buildings and property.  
 
In fact, Muslim people show respect to all religions and their prophets when their names 
appear in the Qur’an, from Adam to Noah, Lot, Ismael, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, David, 
Solomon, Jesus and Muhammad (Ghazi, 2006:34). ‘Muslims have also never denigrated or 
insulted such religious leaders and Gods of Hindus, Buddhism and ancient Greeks and 
Romans because the Islamic civilization is strictly against insulting anyone considered holy 
by any particular group of people’ (Ibid: 35). On the other hand, ‘there are plenty of events of 
terrorism, subjugation, subversion and animosity to prove Islam and Muslims as “threatening 
others” on the basis of religion in the contemporary world’ (Iqbal, 2010:576). 
In July 2010, when a church in Florida in the United States led by the Rev. Terry Jones 
planned to burn the Qur'an, they called for an 'International Burn a Qur'an Day' in protest of 
what it calls a religion ‘of the devil’ (Russell, 2010). But it is really important for the West to 
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understand that 'there can be no Islam without Qur'an; conversely, there can be no Qur'an 
without Muslims reading it' (Said, 1981:55). It is a book that is profoundly meaningful for 
more than one billion Muslims populating the world. Therefore, such action will inevitably 
increase the cultural differences between Islam and Christianity. 
 
Another offensive example that depicts the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and Muslims in 
unacceptable ways came when a 14 minute trailer of a cheaply produced and badly directed 
film from the United States, Innocence of Muslims, emerged, which portrays Islam as a 
religion of violence and ignorance. It was made by Nakoula Basseley Nakoula, a Coptic 
Christian of Egyptian origin. The film was uploaded to YouTube in July 2012 and the 
consequences were anti-American protests by thousands of people in the Islamic world 
against the film, bringing the film notoriety and attention it would not have otherwise had. 
Some people purposely take advantage of the power of films for ‘Islamophobic uses’ to 
become renown through Muslim reaction (Bradshaw, 2012). 
 
It is obvious that there is a complex relationship between Arabs and the West. Said’s book 
Covering Islam: How the Media and the Experts Determine How we see the Rest of World 
(1981) focuses on the relationship between the Islamic world, the 'Orient' and the West, the 
'Occident', especially after the Iranian revolution in 1979. Said reveals that since the 
seventies, the West and specifically Americans perceive Islam as a big danger, barbaric, 
extremist and alien; this anti-Islamic propaganda has been delivered by the Western mass 
media such as television, radio, newspapers, magazines, films and digital games (Ibid: 43). 
Said notes that 'Islam stands as a competitor to the Christianity', and Christians say that 
'Muhammad is a false prophet and an agent of the devil' (Ibid: 4). Said believes that the 
conflict between ‘Islam’ and ‘the West’ is real. Thus, how possible would it be to export 
Arab/Islamic knowledge and lifestyle to non-Islamic cultures through an animated film with all 
these negatives perceived about Islam by the West? It is a complicated issue because 
‘understanding of Islam has been a very difficult thing to achieve’ (Ibid: 7). Said (1981:8) 
asked the following: ‘In what way do “Islam” and the Islamic world differ for Westerns from, 
say, the rest of Third World?’ (Ibid: 8). 
 
Said (1981: xviii) shows that American universities refused money which had been donated 
by Islamic countries for Arabic and Islamic studies, the excuse being that these American 
universities do not need any foreign interference. However, these universities were open to 
any European and Japanese money donated for their foreign studies. This could explain the 
same situations with the films. I could assume that American cinemas are open to most 
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foreign films such as Japanese films or European films, but they might be not interested in 
Islamic-Arab films. 
 
It is clear that the 9/11 attacks by al-Qaeda upon the United States in 2001, the US-Arab oil 
crisis in 1970s, the Iranian revolution and the American hostage crises of 1979-1980, the 
war in Iraq and Afghanistan, the London bombing in 2005 and many other conflicts have 
increased the hostility between the Islamic world and the West and led to further failings in 
understanding each other. Therefore, there is a real challenge to Arab/Muslims filmmakers, 
especially those who aim to screen their films in Europe and America, unless the films are 
against the Arab/Islam ideology from a Middle Eastern filmmaker's perspective, which will be 
probably welcomed in the West. 
 
An Iranian-French animated film called Persepolis (2007) which is based on a graphic novel 
by the Iranian-French novelist , Marjane Satrapi, has been screened in America and many 
European countries, but not in Iran and other Arab countries. The film has been banned by 
the Iranian authorities because of its negative representation of the Iranian revolution 
(Khatib, 2008). The Lebanese authorities also banned screening the film in Lebanon to 
please Iran and Shiite clerics (France 24, 2008). 
 
The story is about an Iranian girl caught up in the Iranian Islamic Revolution in 1979, until 
she decides to live in the West to study at college in Austria and get her freedom (figure 27). 
The film was fully funded from European countries and was produced in France, away from 
Iranian censorship (Khatib, 2008). The film was nominated for the Academy Award for Best 
Animated Feature in 2008. The film has won the Jury Prize at the 2007Cannes Film Festival 
(Cannes, 2007).  
 
 
Figure 27.Persepolis, The main character Marjane without her Islamic scarf since she arrived in France. 
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There is no doubt that the film Persepolis has got a unique visual style, using a black-and-
white hand-drawn technique, and the story won attention from American and European 
audiences, but I assume that one of the reasons for its success beside the originality of the 
film's style is because the film is an anti-Iranian (anti-Islamic) film from a Middle Eastern 
novelist and director's perspective. This is a good opportunity for the kind of propaganda and 
criticism of Islam that the Western media would like to deliver. The film depicts Islam in 
negative way, so gains attention from the West. And here I would like to address a question - 
what if a film has a unique visual style and story that shows the positives of Arab/Islamic 
culture or a story from the Qur'an? Is this film going to have the same interest and success 
in the West and America as Persepolis? 
 
3.4 The short animated film Missing: Film for peace 
 
Missing (2010), a 3 minute short animated film, approaches the themes of childhood 
representation and of the emotional consequences of war. The film was made as a Master’s 
Degree graduation project at the International Film School, Wales in 2010. It was inspired by 
the Gaza War that took place in December 2008. 
The film was screened at more than 100 film festivals around the globe. I presented the film 
in person at more than 10 international film festivals such as the Academy Awards qualifying 
festival, the Tokyo Shorts Film Festival in 2011 and the Chicago Children’s Film Festival in 
2012. After screening the film at the festivals, there was a symposium about the film to 
answer the audience’s questions and have a dialogue with them. I had the chance to tell the 
full story of the film and the inspiration that came from the wars in the Middle East. This is a 
small example for Arab filmmakers to develop the techniques of making more universal films 
which might be inspired by political events that happened in the Arab region, but which can 
nevertheless reach the international film markets, festivals and audiences. 
Representing the reality of war with images such as air-strikes, tanks, blood, fires and 
soldiers was the basis of the first draft of the script of Missing. I wanted to represent war by 
using these shocking and horrifying images. However, before writing the second draft of the 
film’s script, another reference point from the children who lived in war torn areas was 
obtained. 
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Cooperation with the Survivor Corps9 in Jordan helped arrange visits to child-refugees from 
Iraq and Palestine who had become disabled as a result of war. These children were asked 
to draw anything they wanted. It was anticipated by the director that they would draw the 
reality of their lives, but they delivered unexpected results (Figure 28). The drawings were 
very simple, yet powerful. Most of them drew the same common objects, such as flowers, 
trees, rivers, houses and birds (Figure 29). The children were asked for the reasons they 
drew these images, to which their answers were ‘I like it’ or ‘it is beautiful’. 
 
 
Figure 28.Omar from Palestine starts to draw a flower 
 
Figure 29.Omar’s completed drawing 
                                               
9A nonprofit organization helped the survivors of wars to recover from their injuries and trauma before the farewell 
in 2011. 
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It was interesting that these kids did not draw themselves or typical images associated with 
war. They seemed bored of damage, fire, blood, cries and dead bodies. They have dreams, 
which take them back to their motherland; they want houses, neighbourhoods, schools, 
parks, a health centre, etc. They are wondering when their dreams might come true. 
Those kids’ dreams were delivered to me through their drawings, but not their reality. 
However, the questions prompted by obtaining those drawings were: Is it possible to make a 
film about war without scenes depicting violence? How can we make a film that shows the 
realism of war – the blood and the dead bodies – and yet called an anti-war film? The issue 
of universality became a cause for concern and those disabled kids living in war torn areas 
inspired me through their drawings and I decided that my anti-war films should be clear of 
violence. Consequently, all the war images were removed from Missing which becomes a 
film about war without war.  
The main target audiences of the film was the ‘Wars Makers’, the propagandists who use the 
media such as newspapers, cinema and radio to provide reasons to fight against the others 
instead of persuading / encouraging the opposite. I was slightly worried about the reaction 
from the film festivals and the audiences in Western countries such as Britain, the United 
States and other European, countries due to the rule of these countries’ military forces in the 
Middle East, and those forces being involved in many wars against Arab and Islamic 
countries, such as Iraq and Afghanistan. Britain, France and Italy maintain some colonial 
rule in the Middle East. Moreover, the Western political system supports Israel against 
Palestine and Arabs. 
The initial synopsis of the film was ‘A window opens on a child from Gaza who lives in a war 
torn area where he longs for his past peaceful life’. The rules and regulations of most 
international film festivals and schools are that films should not contain material which 
attacks and offends any religion, political ideal, gender or race, or which incites hatred or 
violence. Therefore, the synopsis remained as it was but without mentioning the location, 
Gaza, due to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict which could further incites hatred or violence. For 
that reason, I made the visual theme of the film a collage of newspapers from different 
languages to hide the skin colour of the child. The film has a universal outlook and is not 
specific to any war torn area; the story could be based anywhere, anytime in this world 
(Figure 30).  
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Figure 30.The child character from Missing 
 
The film has been selected at numerous international animation and film festivals in Europe, 
North and South America, Asia, Africa, Australia and the Middle East. It has won several 
awards in the United States, Spain, Greece, Italy, Brazil, Venezuela, Iran, Egypt, Lebanon 
and in my country, Jordan. The genres of the festivals included human rights film festivals, 
student film festivals, animation film festivals, international short films festivals, Arab film 
festivals, film festivals for children, stop-motion film festivals and, surprisingly, a sports film 
festival, because there is one scene in the film when the boy dreams about playing football. 
In conclusion, the racist events and films mentioned in this chapter create negative images 
and complicate the relationship between Arabs and the West. However, most racist 
behaviour is influenced by the surrounding society (Runnymede Trust, 1997:24). Thus, the 
dialogue between faith communities is important to reduce stereotyping, racist violence and 
fear. I believe that making films such as Missing is the best language to create peaceful 
dialogue between different ethnic, cultural and religious communities to build good relations 
and respect. In addition, Arab/Muslim filmmakers should make films to correct the 
stereotypes and inform non-Muslims about true Arab/Islamic morals.   
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Chapter 4: Invisible Protagonists 
 
The history, theory, primary interviews and some case studies of Arab animation were 
discussed in the previous chapters. These eventually led this research to investigate and 
search for a practical solution to depict the prophets in animated films for the domestic and 
international animation market without overruling the Islamic tradition. However, permission 
from the Islamic authorities still has to be gained; this is a very important phase to apply to 
the practical process as it is an imperative to avoid any misrepresentation of the prophets. 
Practice-based research is used as a main method in this research study to create an 
original contribution to knowledge in an academic context through to professional 
implementation. 
 
In this chapter, a number of religious feature length animation films which tell stories about 
the prophets will be discussed, such as DreamWorks’ animated film The Prince of Egypt 
(1998) and, briefly, Joseph: King of Dreams (2000) which have been banned in some Islamic 
countries due to the visual representation of the prophets Moses and Joseph (Mansour and 
Superiore, 2012:11). In addition, this chapter will cover some Islamic film productions such 
as the animated film Muhammad: the Last Prophet (2002), and the live-action film The 
Message: The Story of Islam (1976). Discussing these films will explore the techniques that 
were used by the international and Arab filmmakers on these films and the criteria that the 
Islamic authorities employed in their decisions about them (Fatwa10).  
 
Moreover, this study will gain valuable information by revealing the practical problems when 
making Islamic films then trying to solve the problems through answering the research 
question - What would the political, social, historical and religious issues be if an Arab 
animated film were to be made now using the stories of the Holy Qur'an for both the Arab 
and the International animation market? Ultimately, the practical results were submitted to 
the Islamic councils in Jordan and the United Kingdom to create a guide for Arab filmmakers 
in making animation films when using original Islamic resources. Founi (1999) addresses the 
dilemma of representing the prophets in films and he claims that the Islamic authorities ban 
any films that tell stories about the prophets visually:  
                                               
10Fatwa: A religious verdict pronounced by the Islamic Authorities or Mufti, the learned person of a place or of a 
particular time (Qazi, 2006: 14). However, the West is more familiar of the term fatwa as ‘threat’, especially when the 
Iranian religious leader Ayatollah Khomeini pronounced a fatwa Condemning Salman Rushdie, the British Indian 
author of the novel ‘The Satanic Verses’, to death in 1989. 
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How we can alternate this problem? How we can present the Quranic stories 
visually? We have in mind the movie "Ar-Rissala -The Message-" of the Filmmaker 
Mustafa Al-Akkad, which was the only successful experience in presenting the 
Prophet's Muhammad 
(PBUH)
 story, the history of Islam. I believe our scholars should 
give us their ideas and suggestions. The Muslim filmmakers cannot advance in this 
direction without clarifying many concepts related to the visual approach and 
treatment of the prophets and other Islamic stories. We should not continue negating 
the others' views and not producing an alternative. It is true that the creativity 
"machine" of the movie industry doesn't recognize the Islamic beliefs and ethics (for 
many reasons), but this does not excuse us of creating our Islamic views artistically. 
 
The aim of finding solutions in the research practice was to understand how the Qur'an 
might be used as a vehicle for visual storytelling to make animated films without offending 
Islamic doctrine and tradition. The results of this exploration will enable Arab animation 
filmmakers to use visual resources adapted from the Qur'an to make animation films for the 
domestic and international animation market. There is currently a lack of material and 
studies that cover this issue. Margaret Miles claims in her book Seeing and Believing (1996) 
that there are particular difficulties when films portray religion: 
 
During the first decades of the twentieth century, when film was becoming 
increasingly popular, religion was retreating from public to private space. New media 
for public communication – including film and radio—reached a vastly larger 
audience than books and newspapers had formerly reached. Because it affected so 
many more people, the new media began to challenge “the interpretive monopoly of 
religious and state authorities” in a way that newspapers and books had not.  
(Miles, 1996:3)  
 
Research questions derive from the aim of the thesis (Andrews, 2004:23). Therefore, the 
practice research question was developed as: Could animation have a language to solve the 
figurative representation issues of the prophets without overruling Islamic doctrine and 
tradition? As mentioned earlier, in Chapter 1, the research questions should be answerable 
during the research study; it might have negative outcomes for the practice but those results 
would still be positive for the research. It is worth pointing out again that if any research 
studies get unexpected results or failure, these results still constitute knowledge valuable to 
the study. But in my case, it is forbidden to publish or screen any ‘strongly’ rejected response 
from the Islamic authorities, which serve to prevent artworks offensive to Islamic authorities 
and Muslimsacross the world.  
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4.1 Images in Islam 
 
Before seeking a response to the practice question, it is important to ask the following sub-
question: Is it unlawful to draw living beings in Islam? When I attended and presented the 
animated short films at international film festivals such as the In the Palace International 
Short Film Festival 2010 in Bulgaria, the Tokyo Short Film Festival 2011, the Chicago 
Children’s Film Festival 2012 and other festivals, the common question that international 
animation filmmakers asked was ‘Why are not many Arab animation films seen in 
international film festivals and markets?’ and, ‘Is it because of the Arab religion (Islam)?’ 
 
To date, there is no clear evidence whether imagery in Islam is haraam11 or halaal12.  Early 
Islamic art was against the image and avoided representations of living beings (Grabar, 
1973: 75). So, what about present-day Islam? The answers to this question would 
fundamentally shape the possibilities of adapting the Qur’an stories into animated films. 
Shafik (2007: 48) points out the relationship between image and Islam necessitates that 
Muslims should keep away from images and illustrations, while viewing this types of art as 
dealing with 'the devil'. Representation in Islamic art is prohibited and against Islamic law and 
tradition, because these illustrations represent the living being and God alone gives soul and 
life (Ibid: 48). Thus, ' the figurative illustrations in Islamic culture did not form such an 
influential tradition as was the case in the West' (Ibid: 48). As Arnold (1965: 91-92) observed 
of pictorial art in Islam: 
 
Islam has never welcomed painting as a handmaid of religion as both Buddhism and 
Christianity have done. Mosques have never been decorated with religious pictures, 
nor has pictorial art been employed for the instruction of the heathen or for the 
edification of the faithful… the Bible has provided subject-matter for Christian 
painters from the earliest period of Christian art, but no such thing as an illustrated 
version of the Qur'an has ever been known to exist, and indeed to most Muslim 
minds such an outrage would be inconceivable. 
 
The book Major Sins (Kitab Al Kaba'ir) (2010) by Imam ad Dhahabi shows the 70 major sins 
defined by the Qur’an and Hadith13. This book has mentioned the prohibition of 
representations and imaging in Islam under Sin 48: Apply any image on clothes, walls, 
stone, coins, and other things whether they are made from wax or dough, steel, copper, wool 
                                               
11Unlawful, prohibited, forbidden and punishable from the viewpoint of Islam. 
12Lawful, permissible, legal, sacrificed with the name of Allah (God). 
13The Prophet Muhammad's sayings. 
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or otherwise [necessitates they] must be destroyed (Dhahabi, 2010:155). Dhahabi shows 
that the prohibition of representation of human and animals is attributed to the Prophet 
Muhammad 
(PBUH) 
saying such as the following: ‘The angels will not enter a house in which 
there is a picture’ and ‘those who make images will be punished on the Day of Judgment 
and will be told “revive what you have created”.’ 
 
Grabar (1973:60) indicates in his book The Formation of Islamic Art that in the pre-Islamic 
era, Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) ordered the destruction of paintings and sculptures (idols) in 
the sanctuary of Mecca14 and at every Muslims' house, because people in pre-Islamic times 
were using these paintings and sculptures for paganistic practices and idolatry. Prophet 
Muhammad's action has been taken up as a tradition of censuring artists and 
representations, and the making of art and sculpture could only mean that these artists are 
enemies and compete with God (Ibid: 75). However, it is important to note that the Prophet 
Muhammad (PBUH) did not destroy the idea of art; he destroyed the ideology of pre-Islamic 
paganism. 
 
The Qur'an clearly does not contain any verses against representation and imagery in Islam 
(Ibid: 75). Most of the images and representational prohibitions have focused on the 
Prophet's sayings and his attitude toward idolatry. Consequently, Islamic artists and scholars 
keep asking about the lawfulness of the representation of any living being in Islam (Arnold, 
1965: 91). Early Islamic art shows the lack of living things in most of the art works, therefore, 
Islamic art mostly focuses on geometrical patterns, calligraphy, ceramics and architecture 
(figures 31); because all these types of arts contain mostly abstract and non-representational 
figures while avoiding representations of the human and animal elements.  
 
The noted literature shows that figurative representation in Islamic art is prohibited, and the 
image-maker will be punished on the Day of Judgment. As noted earlier, there is no specific 
prohibition from the Qur'an; these issues are interpreted through the Prophet Muhammad's 
sayings. Nevertheless, Muslim filmmakers have made animated films and TV series for 
Muslim children for educational purposes. 
 
 
 
                                               
14The Holy city of Islam located in Saudi Arabia. 
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Figure 31.Minaret of the al-Mutawakkili Mosque, Samarra, built 845-852. 
Source: The British Museum 
 
Most of the Islamic councils publish an advisory opinion (fatwa) and demand animation must 
be compatible with Islamic law. They suggest that there is no harm in producing animation 
teaching children the rules of Islam and good morals, because of their beneficial effects in 
the formation of children's personalities (See appendix 9, in Arabic and appendix 10, in 
English). The Islamic boards’ decision is based on the fact that during the Prophet 
Muhammad's life, there was an allowance for children to play with toys. This decision from 
the Islamic authorities enabled this research study to take the first step of using stories from 
the Qur'an to make animation films, as it is acceptable to draw and move human and animal 
figures. While the Islamic council acknowledged the potential of using animation to educate 
children about Islamic values and righteousness, it did not condone representing religious 
figures that are mentioned in the Qur'an, including the prophets. 
 
 
 
 
 
76 
 
4.2 The Prince of Egypt (1998, animated film) 
 
The American animation studio, DreamWorks produced their first traditionally animated 
feature film, The Prince of Egypt in 1998, directed by Brenda Chapman, Simon Wells and 
Steve Hickner. It is a biblical animated film which tells the story of the life of the Prophet 
Moses, which starts with his mother Yocheved placing her baby Moses into a basket and 
sending him down the Nile River to save him from the Pharaohs’ soldiers. The Pharaohs’ 
wife found the basket in her water garden and decided to adopt and raise Moses as an 
Egyptian prince with her other son, Rameses. When Moses becomes a young adult he 
learns the truth about his past, and stands against his adopted brother Pharaoh Rameses in 
order to release the Jewish people from slavery in ancient Egypt, after God spoke to him 
from a burning bush, and provided Moses with miracles to be used against the Pharaoh.  
The Prince of Egypt has stunning visual storytelling and effects that combine 2D hand-drawn 
and 3D CGI objects with a stylish outcome. It is a creation of four hundred capable artists 
and technicians who worked at DreamWorks and spent four years to make this masterpiece 
(Solomon, 1998: 8). The film won for Best Original Song at the 1999 Academy Awards for 
‘When You Believe’. 
The story of Moses is central to three of the major faiths in the World: Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam. Thus, DreamWorks arranged discussions and consulted with religious leaders 
from every faith, Egyptologists and scholars in order to avoid any unacceptable images to 
any religious community (Masters, 1998). Nevertheless, the film has been banned in some 
Islamic countries, such as Malaysia and Egypt, due to the visual representation of the 
Prophet Moses physically which goes against Islamic tradition (Mansour and Superiore, 
2012:11). However, in some cases it is officially banned, but in most cases it is unofficially 
banned; there is enough cultural knowledge in Islamic countries to know that it is not 
acceptable to show this film, or any film which represented the prophets, in their country 
because it will offend Muslim sensibility. Thus, it is banned by default due to the reality of 
lived experience; it is a cultural decision to deny it distribution because of its subject matter.  
 
On 26th of May, 2013, ASIFA Egypt screened The Prince of Egypt as a part of monthly 
program in The Art Centre of Bibliotheca Alexandrina. In attendance was the artist Hani El 
Masry, the sole Egyptian who participated in the film as a visual development artist, to talk in 
the panel about his work on The Prince of Egypt. The hieroglyphic murals and architectural 
details of the movie such as the ‘Hieroglyphic Nightmare’ scene, one of the most stylish 
scenes of the film, were largely designed by El Masry.  Also, he worked as consultant on the 
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film about all the ancient Egyptian and Middle Eastern cultural aspects, gestures, attitudes, 
pronunciation, religious beliefs, popular and formal state mythology. (Elmasry, n.d) 
 
In the film, the audience watch the journey of the protagonist, Moses, from his childhood, 
through adulthood until he becomes old. Rohrer-Walsh (2002: 83) claims that every viewer 
would experience the difference between the DreamWorks version and the original biblical 
story. The DreamWorks team had rewritten the story by adding and changing the original 
storyline and characters in order to ensure a more dramatic animated story (Rohrer-Walsh, 
2002: 95). For example; in the animated film and in the Qur’an, the Pharaoh’s wife adopted 
Moses’ as her son: 
 
(9) The wife of Pharaoh said: “(Here is) a joy of the eye, for me and for thee: slay 
him not. It may be that he will be of use to us, or we may adopt him as a son.” And 
they perceived not (whar they were doing)!  
(The Holy Qur’an, Al-Qasas 28:9) 
On the other hand, Moses was adopted by Pharaoh’s daughter according to the text of 
Exodus (2:5-10): 
5 
Now the daughter of Pharaoh come down to bathe at the river, and her maidens 
walked beside the river; she saw the basket among the reeds and sent her maid to 
fetch it. 
6 
When she opened it she saw the child; and lo, the babe was crying. She 
took pity on him and said, ‘This is one of the Hebrews’ children.’
 7 
Then his sister 
said to Pharaoh’s daughter, ‘Shall I go and call you a nurse from the Hebrew women 
to nurse the child for you?’ 
8 
And Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, ‘Go.’ So the girl 
went and called the child’s mother. 
9 
And Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, ‘Take this 
child away, and nurse him for me, and I will give you your wages.’ So the woman 
took the child and nursed him. 
10 
And the child grew, and she brought him to 
Pharaoh’s daughter, and became her son; and she named him Moses, for she said, 
‘Because I drew him out of the water.’ 
(Noth, 1962: 24-25) 
The team of The Prince of Egypt wanted to create ‘a close relationship between Pharaoh’s 
son Rameses and an adopted brother Moses that would be more compelling than their 
interacting as uncle and nephew’ (Masters, 1998). Jeffrey Katzenberg, the founder of 
DreamWorks, said ‘We have 88 minutes to tell 80 years in the life of Moses… We can never 
have a literal re-telling of the bible. We’ve edited God, but we have not rewritten him’ 
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(Masters, 1998). Solomon (1998: 8) claims that understanding the meaning of original text 
would be essential to challenge the difficulty of making a ninety minute feature animated film. 
Zipes (2011: 11) suggests that when the filmmakers want to adapt any story that ‘is not their 
making’, they should first translate and interpret the meaning of the story which wou ld 
involve any remaking of the original story.  
 
In 2000, and after the success of The Prince of Egypt, DreamWorks made a new religious 
film Joseph: King of Dreams, directed by Rob La Duca and Robert C. Ramirez. It is about 
the Prophet Joseph’s life, adapted from the book of Genesis, the first book of the Hebrew 
Bible, which is also a common story of Christianity, and Islam. The film tells the story of 
Joseph who had eleven brothers who were blinded by jealousy and sold him into slavery to 
desert merchants who take him to Egypt. In this film, God sent him a vision of the future by 
interpreting his dreams. 
 
Both of DreamWorks animated films, The Prince of Egypt and Joseph: King of Dreams, were 
dominated by their heroes, Moses and Joseph, as the main characters, and the audience 
followed their lives and journeys during the films; the audience would understand the 
character’s aims, feelings and motivations (Solomon, 1998: 54). Furthermore, the crew of 
DreamWorks wanted to make both films ‘richly entertaining’ and exciting without 
exaggerating the characters’ expressions and movements, which make the characters both 
believable, as in live-action, and suitable for a biblical and historical subject (Solomon, 1998: 
36, 54). However, Muslims filmmakers are not allowed to change Qur’an scripture to make a 
film; they should follow and use exactly the same narrative of God, as a requirement to 
obtaining permission from the Islamic authorities to present the film to the audience. In 
addition, in Islamic films, the viewers will not be able to see or listen to protagonists such as 
the Prophet Mohammed or any other prophets. Scott (2002: 129) notes about character 
perception: 
 
There are only two ways of really perceive a person’s character: by what they say 
and by what they do. It is thought actions and words that we learn what a person is 
about. Thus, action and dialogue define character.  
 
So, how did Muslim filmmakers and producers manage to make a number of Islamic films 
and deal with the dilemma of not showing their protagonists? And how would spectators 
understand the actions and events around the prophets? 
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4.3 The Message: The Story of Islam (1976, Live-action film) 
 
In 1976, the first live-action feature film related to Prophet Mohammad’s story, called Al-Ris-
Alah (International version: The Message: The Story of Islam) (US version: Mohammad: 
Messenger of God) was made. The movie was directed and produced by the Syrian-
American filmmaker Mustafa Al Akkad. The film was shot in two versions, Arabic and English 
language, with different actors. Akkad produced the English version with Hollywood stars 
such as Irene Pappas, Michael Ansara and the two times Academy Awards winner Anthony 
Quinn, who took the role of Prophet Muhammad’s brave uncle Hamzah, in order to attract 
the Western audience.  The movie is set in the seventh century and tells the story of the birth 
of the Islamic faith and the journey of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) who ask his people to 
worship the One True God instead of paganistic practices and idolatry. He faces trouble and 
harm from the powerful leaders of Mecca which led to two battles, Badr and Uhud. 
 
The film got initial approval from The Islamic Council of Al-Azhar Alsharief in Egypt. Also The 
Supreme Islamic Shiite Council in Lebanon gave the film their approval. As I mentioned 
earlier, it is necessary for Islamic films to obtain approval from these Islamic censorship 
authorities in order to be screened in Arab and Islamic countries. The Muslim scholars 
believe that the prophets should be kept away from ‘being represented by people who are 
inferior to them, the actors might even be disbelievers or dissolute and the prophets are 
deemed far above being represented by such people’ (see appendix 11, in Arabic and 
appendix 12, in English). However, the Islamic councils permit playing roles representing the 
companions of the Prophet including the first four Caliphs15. 
 
According to the director Akkad, in the Making of the Message video, these Islamic 
authorities read the script carefully and stamped it page by page. They emphasised that 
God, the angels, all the prophets including Mohammad, his wives, the well-directed caliphs 
and some of Muhammad's close relatives and friends are regarded as being divine; 
therefore, any human attempt to depicting them would not be seen as a true physical 
representation (The Message, 1976). Akkad explained the reasons for making such this 
Islamic film about the life of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), with its huge production budget, 
even though it would face many difficulties: 
 
I did the film because it is a personal thing for me. Besides its production value as a 
film, it has its story, its intrigue, its drama. Besides all this, I think there was 
something personal. Being a Muslim myself who lived in the West, I felt that it is my 
                                               
15A title given to the first four caliphs of Islam after the death of the Prophet Muhammad. 
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obligation, my duty to tell the truth about Islam. It is religious that has 700 million 
following, yet there is so little known about it, which surprised me. I thought I should 
tell the story that will bring this bridge, this gap to the West. 
 
(The Message, 1976) 
 
Akkad faced the challenge of representing the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) without him 
appearing physically on the screen (Bakker, 2006: 78). The director of photography of The 
Message Jack Hidyard explained the techniques that they used to find alternative ways of 
non-representation of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). They found solutions by using the 
camera as the prophet himself by making the camera as 'another actor in the picture', thus 
the camera could move, stand up, sit down and so on (The Message, 1976). The camera 
also showed Muhammad's cane and camel as the 'part' that represents the 'whole' character 
to avoid any representation of the physical figure of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) (figure 32) 
(Wells, 1998:80). This is one of the narrative strategies that the directors could use – it is 
called 'synecdoche' and works as a metaphor format in the film (Ibid). 
 
 
Figure 32.The Message, The Prophet Muhammad rides his camel 
and holds his cane without representing his figure. 
 
The characters who talk to Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) in the film look to the camera and 
speak to the audience directly (figure 33). There is no voice for Muhammad (PBUH) in the film, 
but dialogue and narration are substituted for the voice of Muhammad (PBUH). In addition, the 
directors did not present the Angel Gabriel or God. Akkad said in relation to this: 
 
There were several attempts by the major studios to do a film about Muhammad and 
they failed because they approached it from an angle that there were going to show 
the prophet and this is something very sacrilegious as far as Islam is concerned. 
They [The Islamic councils] are very strict as far as showing the prophets, not just 
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Muhammad, Jesus, Moses. They feel a prophet should not been seen. But I felt I 
can do it, because I understand the subject better and I can do it without showing 
the prophet. 
(The Message, 1976) 
 
It would appear that making such Islamic films with invisible protagonists such as the 
prophets and some religious figures would be a creative challenge visually for any director. 
On the other hand, Bakker (2006:87) argues that non-presenting the Prophet 
Muhammad(PBUH) in The Message ‘is not resulted of the creativity of the director Akkad and 
his team; but, they were forced to follow the Islamic authorities' rules’. 
 
 
Figure 33.The Message, Hamzah (Anthony Quinn) speaks to the Prophet Muhammad 
directly to the camera. 
 
Once the film The Message got approval from the Islamic councils, the production team had 
started to find a place to shoot old Mecca, which is the location of the story. According to the 
documentary of the making of The Message, the original Mecca's location is in Saudi Arabia 
and has been modernised, so they could not shoot there. In addition, non-Muslims are not 
allowed to enter Mecca, and since most actors and the production team of the film were 
Westerners and non-Muslims, they found a place that look similar to Mecca. This place was 
Ait BouIchaouen in Morocco, where the set production team spent approximately five 
months building the old Mecca set. The team faced many difficulties such as finding 
materials to build the sets, as well the set being damaged because of hurricanes, resulting in 
them having to rebuild the set (The Message, 1976).  
 
Later, the Al-Azhar Islamic Council withdrew their permission to make the film without 
explaining the main reason for this decision (Bakker, 2006:78, 89). In consequences, the 
Moroccan government forced the crew of the film to stop shooting and leave the country. 
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Bakker (2006: 81) indicates that the audience who watch the film 'become' the Prophet 
Muhammad (PBUH) by watching the film through the Prophet's eyes (figure 2, 3), and this 
might be one of the reasons for the Islamic council changing its mind. After that, Akkad 
decided to make the film without the official approval of the Islamic council, and the film's 
team travelled to Libya to shoot the film with full support from the Libyan government (The 
Message, 1976).  
 
4.4 Muhammad: The Last Prophet (2002, animated film) 
 
Muhammad: The Last Prophet got approval from The Council of Al-Azhar Alsharief after two 
years of reviewing it from the script to the film (Pinsky, 2004). This is the same Islamic 
authority that rejected the live-action film The Message in 1976. Bakker (2006:89) pointed 
out that the Islamic authorities have never explained the reason why they withdrew their 
permission for the live-action film The Message after giving their initial permission. Later on, 
the same authorities gave their permission to the animated film Muhammad: The Last 
Prophet which has almost the same live action story and scenes. Bakker (2006:89) assumes 
that the reason for giving the permission from the Islamic authorities to the animated film is 
because 'the animation has a greater distance from reality than a film of real human being'.  
 
This animated film has almost the same storyline and events of the live-action film The 
Message. Even the main technique used to avoid showing the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) in 
The Message, the POV, is used in the animation. I observed that the old live-action film is 
more creative than the new animated film mainly because many of the animated film's 
scenes were copied from the live-action film without adding much creativity. However, Wells 
(1998:2) indicates that animation as a film language and art offers more freedom and 
imagination than live-action films. It might be that the American director would not contribute 
and use his creativity or imagination in an Islamic film in order to avoid any criticism by 
Muslims, so preferred to follow the storyline and the techniques of the live-action film to be 
on the safe side.  
This animated film portrays Islam as a peace-loving faith and educates the audience; 
whether Muslims or non-Muslims, in Islamic values and the life of the Prophet Muhammad 
(PBUH) without showing him or his closest relatives. The title of the film indicates that the genre 
of the film is biographical, but actually the content of the animated film focuses on the era of 
the Prophet more than his personal life. Thus, it is a historical/religious film and the title 
should be different, such as the live-action film The Message: The Story of Islam. However, 
the film received some negative criticism about its story, style and the way of featuring its 
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Arab characters. Mohamed Salah Eldin, a movie critic, argues that the main reason for the 
mistakes in the film is due to the nature of the film’s producers; the film was mainly designed, 
written and produced by non-Arabs and ignored Arab animation experts (Abu-Awad, 2002). 
It is not necessary that the artist who produces Islamic art or films should be Muslim; but it 
should be produced to serve Islam, be influenced by Islam or under the rules of Islamic 
principles and land (Komaroff, 1999). However, much information is lacking in the story 
which would leave the spectator to imagine and interpret the images and messages of the 
movie. Also, further research about the Prophet Mohammed’s biography would be required 
in order to get a deeper understanding of the animated film, especially for Western audience. 
 
The leading character in the live-action film has been seen as Hamzah, the Prophet 
Muhammad's uncle, played in the English version by Anthony Quinn and in the Arabic 
version by the Egyptian actor Abdullah Ghaith. Muslim viewers perceived the character 
Hamzah in the live-action film; he was called The Lion’s Hunter. He is a leader, strong, 
expert in archery and war tactics, always trying to save the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)from 
the infidels. All these characteristics and actions of Hamza can be seen in the live-action 
film. Suddenly, this main character was not depicted in the animated film Muhammad: The 
Last Prophet, just his voice can be heard and his archery can be seen (figure 34). I could not 
understand as an Arab-Muslim animation filmmaker the reason for not showing the character 
Hamzah in the animated film when he was shown in the live-action film. Snyder (2005: 48) 
claims that the requirement of any successful movie is to have at least one lead character ‘to 
carry the movie’s theme’. The director of the live-action film, Akkad, understood the 
principles of making a successful movie; he found and set Hamza as another leader to 
replace the characteristic absence of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). On the other hand, 
there is clear lack of a leadership character in the animated film. 
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Figure 34.A scene from the animated film Muhammad: The Last Prophet. 
Hamzah hits an infidel with an arrow. 
 
The challenge with this film and other Islamic animated films is that the audience could not 
interact with the film's story and actions, because they do not see many protagonists in the 
film. There is no physical representation, body language and physical gestures. Moreover, 
they cannot hear some characters' voices, thus, there is a lack of relationship between the 
characters and the story events, and the story events and the audience. Wells (2006:72) 
claims that the characters of animated film are important, because the audience likes to 
watch the events and actions that happen around these characters, and feel ‘a degree of 
empathy for them’. Moreover, the target audience of this film were mostly the children. It is 
hard for them to understand clearly the events that happen around the non-personified 
protagonists; thus, the film's narrative strategy 'Synecdoche' might be a confusing 'stylistic 
device' for the viewers. 
 
An interview took place with Mr.Oussama Jammal (06 November 2012 interview), the chief 
executive of the movie’s North American distribution company FineMedia Group which is 
located in Chicago in the United States (See appendix 13). Jammal indicates that non-
representation of the prophet physically in animated films is one of the biggest challenges 
from various different aspects: technically, storytelling-wise and from a religious perspective. 
Jammal notes that Aljazeera Children’s Channel bought their animated movies Muhammad: 
the Last Prophet, Great Women of Islam (2002), and Salman the Persian (2002) in order to 
screen these films on their channel. On the other hand, they refused to buy and broadcast 
the animated film Before the Light (2002). Mr. Jammal assumed this was because the first 
scene of the film showed Hagar - the mother of the Prophet Ismail - while she was looking 
for water for her son, then she listens to a voice, unknown source, which calls her name 
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‘Hagar’; she then enters the tent and sees her son, Ismail, covered by blanket and crying. 
Moreover, the film shows Ameneh and Abdullah - the parents of the Prophet Muhammad 
(PBUH). Also, the film shows Muhammad (PBUH) as a baby from a far camera angle without 
showing his face and body details. As it has been mentioned before, the Islamic tradition 
prohibits showing the prophets and their family. Therefore, Aljazeera Children’s Channel 
refused to buy and broadcast this animated film. Jammal points out that he could understand 
the main reason for the restriction of non-representing the prophets in Islamic films, he 
makes that point that this tradition is so embedded in the personal and cultural commitment 
to the faith that people operate their lives around it: 
 
Nobody knows how the prophets look like, and if we depict them physically we might 
destroy their image such as different religions. Personally, I’m not with representing 
the image of the prophets. The debate that we [Muslims] cannot represent the 
prophets in animation films, but different regions and religions they do represent the 
prophets which have different storyline than our holy Qur’an. However, this could 
make a big problem for our future generations; because they might think that what 
they watch are the right stories, but mostly it is not like our stories. 
(Personal interview, November 2012) 
 
Aljazeera’s rejection of the animated film Before the Light is not necessarily because it is 
banned officially by the Islamic authorities, but it was not taken for distribution because the 
subject matter; thus, it is banned by default due to the representation of the prophets and 
prophets’ parents, and Aljazeera do not want to take any risk in broadcasting this film. This 
could be applied in general to Arab channels and individuals, in some cases productions are 
officially banded, but actually in most cases productions are culturally ‘banned’ because of 
cultural decisions that Muslims commitment to as part of their faith. There are certain 
common beliefs and enough cultural knowledge in Islamic countries to know that it is not 
acceptable to show or broadcast films that include specific religious figures, because it will 
offend the Muslim sensibility. In short, it is about the reality of lived experience and this is 
what makes it so difficult for the filmmakers. However, it is very important for Muslim 
filmmakers to deal with their cultural embeddedness, faith and it is own limitations. 
 
As mentioned earlier, there is no specific mention of pictures being produced in the 
Qur’an; nevertheless, ‘no picture of the Prophet could be legitimately produced’ 
according to the norm of Islamic councils (Schimmel, 1985: 36). However, there were 
a number of paintings found in the Turkish, Persian and Indian traditions that 
represent the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), from the fourteenth century onwards, 
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although some of these pictures do not reveal the Prophet's facial features and cover 
him with a white veil (Arnold, 1965:98). Despite this, it is impossible to represent the 
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and ‘such a practice today is vehemently attacked as 
heresy by Muslim fundamentalists and even by large parts of the intelligentsia’ 
(Schimmel, 1985: 36). 
 
The reason for the Muslims scholars’ decision about the prohibition of representing the 
prophets is to show the highest respect to them. They claim that there is no accurate 
description of the prophets such as Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and by merely creating part 
representations from different perspectives, like those in the images that were found, would 
lead to the criticism that this violates the Prophets of honour, and might include an element 
of defamation. Schimmel (1985: 34) indicates that there is an old description of the beauty of 
the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) that was written in the book of ‘Muhammad’s qualities’ (Kitab 
shamailal-Muhammadiah) by Abu Issa Tirmidhi who described Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) 
like this: 
 
Muhammad 
(PBUH)
 was middle-sized, did not have lank or crisp hair, was not fat, had 
a white circular face, wide black eyes, and long eye lashes. When he walked, he 
walked as though he went down a declivity. He had the “seal of prophecy” between 
his shoulder blades... He was bulky. His face shone like the moon in the night of full 
moon. He was taller than middling stature but shorter than conspicuous tallness. He 
had thick, curly hair. The plaits of his hair were parted. His hair reached beyond the 
lobe of his ear. His complexion was bright. Muhammad had a wide forehead and 
fine, long, arched eyebrows which did not meet… The upper part of his nose was 
hooked; he was thick-bearded, had smooth cheeks, a strong mouth, and his teeth 
set apart. He had thin hair on his chest. 
 
'Knowledge is power', but Arab/Muslim animation filmmakers feel powerless in making 
animation films using the stories of Islam and the Qur'an, because there is no clear 
understanding from the Islamic councils, and there is no clear guide of the process of using 
these stories. For example, I became more confused after watching the two Islamic films, the 
live-action and the animated film, because some characters appear in one but not in the 
other. I would like to know more about the Islamic figures, and whom we could represent and 
could not represent in films. There is a risk in representing an Islamic figure which could lead 
to misrepresentation. Thus, how do we make an animated film that can tell a story for a 
character who can never be shown? What are the alternative solutions? 
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4.5 Fantasy characters in Islamic animation: 
 
During my attendance at the Cairo International Film Festival for Children in 2012, a visit 
was arranged with Harf Information Technology, one of the biggest Islamic e-learning and 
multimedia organisations in the Arab/Islamic world. The company, started in 1985 as the 
Islamic Heritage Centre, has developed Islamic stories for children; it uses multimedia 
technology to design 2D and 3D cartoons, and uses the technology in the field to produce 
Compact Discs (CDs) that include animated cartoons, Islamic songs, games, comic strips, 
fables and novelties, combined with Islamic cultural and educational subjects. Most of these 
productions have been adapted from the Holy Qur’an and the prophets’ lives including the 
Prophet Muhammad’s (PBUH). Moreover, most of Harf's products have been made in the 
Arabic language and translated into English and other different languages. 
 
The company has a big list of Islamic multimedia products, especially about the Prophet 
Muhammad’s biography and stories of other prophets such as Jesus and Moses. Most of 
these productions should get permission from the Islamic authorities in Egypt before their 
distribution. Harf received permission from the Islamic authorities for their projects; they 
submitted the scripts/videos to the Research, Authoring and Translation Department in Al-
Azhar Islamic Research Academy in Cairo, Egypt. The main aim of this department is to 
examine religious literature and films, whether in Arabic or foreign language, to ensure their 
validity and that they are not contrary to Islamic law. This process is imperative to avoid 
conflicts with the Islamic regulations after screening the film or publishing the book.  
 
According to the Islamic project manager at Harf, the Islamic authority usually gives their 
permission to Harf to produce their animated cartoons. Occasionally, the Islamic authority 
gives them some notes about the production, requiring re-editing to get their full permission. 
Harf is mainly located in Cairo, and it is practical for them to cooperate with the Islamic 
Academy unlike animation studios outside Egypt16. However, the Harf team did manage to 
tell stories of the prophets without depicting them in any form; but they found other solutions 
by creating fantasy characters. For example, they display stories related to the biography of 
the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and other prophets, narrated by anthropomorphized 
representation by objects and animals such as a rug, a purse, a well, a stone, a door, 
bellows and a sheep, and giving them human like characteristics (figure 35). The 
anthropomorphism is a strategy of reporting and telling the stories that happened around the 
                                               
16I had the chance to visit the Al-Azhar Islamic Research Academyin 2011, and there were no computers or internet 
to communicate with filmmakers outside the country. 
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absence prophets by the presence non-human witnesses, whether objects or animals, 
without including any pictures of the prophets.  
 
Figure 35.Different characters tell the biography of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). 
Copyright © Harf Information Technology 
 
Each character has a story to tell about their experience with the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). 
There are different methods available to these characters to tell the stories, such as talking 
directly to the viewers, or the characters having conversations with each other. For instance, 
the Rug (figure 36) character tells a story to viewers directly about Abed Almutaleb, the 
grandfather of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), when he used to put the rug in the shade of 
Kaaba to sit on it beside his grandson Muhammad (PBUH). The grandfather asked his son Abu 
Taleb to take care of his nephew Muhammad (PBUH) because he is an orphan child and then 
Abu Taleb died. Likewise, the most famous house in Islam (figure 37), which is represented 
by a door, tells the story about the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and his companions of Mecca 
meeting and praying secretly at Al-Arqam house in the beginning of Islam because it was far 
away from the non-believers’ eyes.  
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Figure 36.The rug as narrator of the Prophet Muhammad biography directly to the views 
Copyright © Harf Information Technology 
 
 
Figure 37.Al-Arqam house, the prophet’s companion, talks directly to the viewers  
Copyright © Harf Information Technology 
 
Some of these fantasy characters have conversation with each other, for example the Purse 
(figure 38) has a conversation with other purses about the marriage of the Prophet to 
Khadija, the woman merchant with honour and money who loved the Prophet Muhammad 
(PBUH) because of his sincerity of speech, honesty, and generosity of morals.  Also, the Well 
tells a story to a pot (figure 39) about the history of the Well of Zamzam, a sacred place to 
Muslims, located in Kaaba. 
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Figure 38.The purse of the Prophet Muhammad’s wife has a conversation with other purses 
Copyright © Harf Information Technology 
 
 
Figure 39.The well of Zamzam water has a conversation with a pot about its history 
Copyright © Harf Information Technology 
 
In addition, some of the imaginary characters are combined with human characters, like the 
Black Stone (figure 40) when it tells a story of the argument between tribes when they did 
not agree about who would have the honour to carry and set the black stone back in place in 
the wall of the Kaaba, until Muhammad (PBUH), before he became a prophet, came and 
advised them to put the black stone on a cloth, and each tribe held a corner of the cloth and 
carried the stone all at once together. Harf also show more events of the prophets, such as 
the animated cartoons The Story of Prophet Musa (Moses) (2006) and The Story of Prophet 
Eisa (Jesus) (2007) to tell the stories of their journeys and miracles (figure 41, 42, and 43).   
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Figure 40.The Black Stone was hold by multiple tribes 
Copyright © Harf Information Technology 
 
 
Figure 41.The Prophet Moses’ stick talks about the miracle of splitting of the sea in two. 
Copyright © Harf Information Technology 
 
 
Figure 42.A locust talks about its disaster as one of the plagues of Egypt. 
Copyright © Harf Information Technology 
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Figure 43.A palm tree tells Rashid and Zina (Bee) about the Virgin Mary giving birth to Jesus, and how god provides 
water and dates to Mary. Copyright © Harf Information Technology 
 
The previous examples tell the stories of the prophets as interactive digital media for 
children. The production process of the Harf team is to use 2D computer animation to create 
simple characters and backgrounds (vectors or pixels). All the scenes are free of lighting, 
shadows and do not give any impression of depth of field (DOP). In short, the animated 
videos offer limited interesting aesthetics. Anthropomorphism of animals that report the idea 
of the presence of the prophets was also a solution used by an Egyptian animated TV series 
The Animal Stories in the Qur’an (2011), directed by Mustafa El-Faramawi, which is based 
on the book Animals in the Glorious Qur’an written by Dr. Ahmed Bahjat (figure 44). The 30 
episode series tells the stories of the animals mentioned in the Qur’an within realistic 
narrative structure. These animals played a role in religion history by helping the prophets 
and delivering the divine message, such as Adam’s sons and the Crow, Joseph and the 
Wolf, Jonah and the Whale, Solomon and the Ants, and many other stories. The creator of 
this series managed to show the religious stories combined with the science of animals and 
their behaviours. The technique is a combination of 2D characters and 3D backgrounds. The 
series was broadcast on satellite channels such as Al-Hayat TV and MBC3. Whittock 
(1990:13) claims that the main aim of art is ‘never to reproduce reality but to understand it’. 
Thus, this strategy of storytelling provides an approach of understanding the story of the 
prophets, but still deals with the absence characters.  
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Figure 44.The Animal Stories in the Qur’an (2011). Directed by Mustafa El-Faramawi 
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4.6 Finding solutions: 
 
Answering the previous question was started by watching the Islamic movies that had been 
approved by the Islamic councils. It is clear that it is impossible for filmmakers to depict the 
prophets in their films, which has led to making secondary characters, which are usually the 
companions of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), become the main characters of the film, or 
using objects and animals. Each example uses different techniques and styles for solving 
the depiction problems. Therefore, a guide for filmmakers is created according to the 
previous Islamic films that I examine in this chapter, and some fatwas from the Islamic 
councils in the tables below: 
God 
Not allowed Allowed 
Body and face Point of View (POV) 
Parts of the body such as hands, legs… etc. Sky 
Silhouette and shadow An object telling the story about God 
Voice Narrator replacing the voice of God 
 
Prophets 
Not allowed Allowed 
Body and face Point of View (POV) 
Parts of the body such as hands, legs… etc. Flame 
Silhouette and shadow An object telling the story about the prophets 
Voice Narrator replacing the voice of the prophets 
 
Angels 
Not allowed Allowed 
Body and face Point of View (POV) 
Parts of the body such as hands, legs… etc. Flame 
Silhouette and shadow An object telling the story about the Angels 
Voice Narrator replacing the voice of Angels 
 
Through the research practice, three stories of the prophets Moses, Jonah and Muhammad 
(Peace be upon them) were chosen from the Holy Qur’an to make a number of experimental 
animated clips aimed at Muslim and non-Muslim audiences. The stories of the Prophets 
Moses and Jonah were written in three holy books such as the Torah, the gospel and the 
Qur’an, these three holy books, sent from God to the prophets David, Jesus and 
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Muhammad(PBUH), shared ‘subjectivity, on thinking and valuing similarly’ (Miles, 1996: 68). 
For Muslims, there is no difference between specific stories from these three holy books but 
'further proof that the Qur'an is indeed God’s word' (Schimmel, 1985:17). However, the 
Qur'an does not tell the stories of the lives of these prophets in details; 'it only lays stress on 
one fact that all prophets delivered the message of Unity and Divine Being and invited their 
people to obey this being and do good to follow-men' (Muhajir, 2005: viii).  
 
The practice clips used the biography genre to focus on the prophets themselves and the 
interesting events that happened to them, not only around them. For each story, four 
different techniques were used in the animated clips so that a comparison could be made 
between them and the techniques could be analysed to see if they are effective or not for the 
filmmakers and the audience. One of these techniques was a new approach developed 
through this research (this technique will be demonstrated later in this chapter).The new 
approach has been submitted to the Islamic councils in Amman17and London to obtain their 
permission and to avoid any problem with Islamic traditions. At this stage, the practice will 
guide Arab-Islamic animation filmmakers by offering more solutions to representing religious 
figures that could be used in their animated films. 
 
The first story used in this practice is about the Prophet Moses when his mother puts him 
into a basket and throws him into the Nile River to save him from the Pharaoh’s soldiers. The 
story of the Prophet Moses can be found in Qur’an in Surat (Chapter 28, verses 7-8): 
 
(7) So We sent this inspiration to the mother of Moses: “Suckle (the child), but when 
thou hast fears about him, cast him into the river, but fear not nor grieve: for We 
shall restore him to thee, and We shall make him one of Our messengers.” (8) Then 
the people of Pharaoh picked him up (from the river): (It was intended) that (Moses) 
should be to them an adversary and a cause of sorrow: for Pharaoh and Haman and 
(all) their hosts were men of sin. 
 (The Holy Qur’an, Al-Qasas 28:7-8) 
The second story used is about the Prophet Jonah when the whale swallowed him in the 
sea. This story was also written in the Torah, the gospel and the Qur’an. The story in the 
Qur’an is in Surat 37, verses 139-144: 
 
                                               
17The capital city of Jordan. 
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(139) So also was Jonah among those sent (by Us). (140) When he ran away to the 
ship (fully) laden, (141) He (agreed to) cast lots, and he was of the rebutted: (142) 
Then the big Fish did swallow him, and he had done acts worthy of blame. (143) 
Had it not been that he (repented) clarified Allah, (143) He would certainly have 
remained inside the Fish till the Day of Resurrection. 
(The Holy Qur’an, As-Saffat 37:139-144) 
 
 
The third story used is about the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) when he escapes from the 
infidels. The story in the Qur’an is in Surat 9, verses 40: 
 
(9) If you help not (the Prophet), (it is no matter): for Allah did indeed help him, when 
the Unbelievers drove him out: being the second of the two they two were in the 
Cave, and he said to his companion, “Have no fear, for Allah is with us”: then Allah 
send down His peace upon him, and strengthened him with forces with you saw not, 
and humbled to the depths the word of the Unbelievers. But the word of Allah is 
exalted to the heights: for Allah is exalted in might, Wise. 
(The Holy Qur’an, At-Tauba 9:139-144) 
As mentioned earlier it is rare to find the Prophet Muhammad’s life represented in art works 
from history, and ‘none of the standard biographies of the Prophet accepted by orthodox 
opinion appear to have been at any time provided with pictures’ (Arnold, 1965: 96). 
Therefore, the practice of this research focuses of investigating and finding solutions to 
representing the prophets without any suggestion of human form to follow the Islamic 
traditions and respect the Islamic councils’ decisions about this issue. 
 
4.6.1 First solution: Point of View 
 
Point of View (POV) is the main technique that was used in the two Islamic films Muhammad 
the Last Prophet and The Message as an alternative way of non-depicting the Prophet 
Muhammad(PBUH)and telling his story. The directors of these films made the camera, which 
represents the Prophet, a part of the scene to make him the first person without involving 
him physically in the scene in any way. This technique was used by the film directors in 
these Islamic films due to the strict taboo from the Islamic councils about the prophet 
representation issue (Bakker, 2006:87). The POV shot has different types; one is a first 
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person point of view, in which a character within the film offers ‘limited perspective routed 
through what characters in the tale experience, see, hear, and understand’ (Rabiger, 2003: 
194). The second type is third person omniscient point of view and ‘comes from the 
storyteller who is outside the story and has unrestricted movement in time and place, and 
can look into every aspect of the characters’ past, present, and future’ (Ibid: 193). The 
narrator knows everything about the characters of the movie including the thoughts and their 
feelings. Another type is the third person limited point of view which is less free in 
comparison to the omniscience because it involves the outside narrator focussing and telling 
the story through ‘the eyes and mind’ of one major character only, which is usually the 
protagonist of the movie (Eshbaugh, 2010). However, CGI animation provides to filmmakers 
with fixable camera tools such as position, lens and depth of field.  The digital environment 
supports directors with a floating camera that moves freely anywhere with complex 
movements, and can easily switch from one character to another. This could be a useful tool 
for the practitioner to solve the problem of the prophets’ representational issues in CGI 
animated films by showing what they see and think, but with the prophets still off the camera. 
 
Both Muhammad: the Last Prophet and The Message used an outside narrator to tell the 
story of the Prophet because it is not allowed to have the voice of the Prophet Muhammad 
(PBUH) himself during the film. In addition, both films used the POV camera to represent the 
Prophet as the first person, not the narrator, who might have been used as the omniscient 
type. Therefore, the characters can be indistinguishable and the audience might experience 
confusion between these two characterless positions; it would be hard to distinguish the 
movement dedicated to the narrator and the camera movement that represents the Prophet. 
 
The critics claim that the first person POV technique in the films Muhammad: the Last 
Prophet and The Message replaces the invisible prophets, but actually becomes the viewer, 
who seems to be watching events through the Prophet’s eyes (Bakker, 2006:81).This is a 
different kind of interactivity, for example, than that when playing a video game. Players in 
video games see the games through the eyes of the game characters, but also participate as 
that character, thus, the player will ‘act and perceive the gaming space in the way that the 
characters act and perceive the game’ (Taylor, 2002: 26). Consequently, there is difference 
between POV in video games and POV in films; video games are ‘an experimental medium’ 
and the players would participate by using controllers, joysticks, keyboards, mice and other 
devices (Taylor, 2002: 3). Moreover, the POV in video games makes the player powerful by 
controlling the movement of his/her character and the camera angle by ‘using the operating 
system which interprets the user’s commands through the controllers’ (Ibid: 21).This is under 
the control of the player and makes him/her ‘deeply involved’ within a virtual world and game 
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space which helps to build ‘a relationship between the player’s action and the actions in the 
game space’ (Ibid: 12-15). But in films the spectator cannot control the movement of the 
camera; it is only controlled by the director of the film.  
 
Using the POV technique in Islamic films has its own disadvantages; for example, if the 
director wants to use the form of first person POV to take the place of the prophets for the 
entire film, the director needs to deal with its limitations, such as avoiding reflections, for 
example, in water or mirrors. It is better to avoid such scenes. Another problem with this type 
of POV is when a character, the second person, talks directly into the camera as if they were 
talking directly to the Prophet. This characteristic of POV has the problem of making the 
second person appear to talk directly to the audience, such as in a theatre, which would be 
called ’breaking the fourth wall’ (Brown, 2002:8). It is possible then to completely break the 
illusion, or forget that the POV is in fact the Prophet. 
 
The POV technique sometimes uses 'synecdoche' in the films by having a part of the 
character’s body on the screen such as hand or a hand-held object to represent the whole 
character (Wells, 1998:80). However, the director would not be able to show any part of the 
prophets’ body in Islamic films because it is forbidden according to Islamic regulations, 
therefore, viewers could not see any part of the body such as the examples that I made 
through my practice of the story of the Prophets Moses, Jonah and Muhammad(PBUH). For 
example, (figure 45, on the DVD) when the POV of the Prophet Moses inside the basket 
looks up while the basket is floating on the river it is without any appearance of his hand 
moving, as children’s usually would. Similarly, in the story of the Prophet Jonah (figure 46, 
on the DVD); the POV of the Prophet Jonah was floating on the water when the whale found 
him and then swallowed him into its stomach without showing his hands as he tried to avoid 
the whale attack. Also (figure 47, on the DVD), there are no hands or feet shown when the 
camera moves with human motion to represent the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) while he is 
escaping from the infidels into the cave. These three scenes show that there are some 
missing details in the screen, which would lose the audience’s attachment to the first person 
in the film because the protagonist of the film could not be seen at all in the scenes and ’the 
frames looks usually empty’ (Brown, 2002:15). 
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Figure 45.POV of Prophet Moses while he is inside the basket. [DVD] 
 
 
Figure 46.POV of Prophet Jonah before the whale swallowed him. [DVD] 
 
 
Figure 47.POV of Prophet Mohammed while he is running to the cave to hide from the infidels. [DVD] 
 
In the short animated film Growing, I used the first person POV as one of the main shot 
techniques of the film. The main character of the film is a child who plays with a toy weapon 
and grows up along with it. The character grows up five times during the film and only two 
characters, a child and a soldier, appear as full bodies in the film (figure 48, on the DVD). 
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The ‘synecdoche’ was used by showing, as the camera moves up, the hands appearing with 
a ‘growing weapon toy’ to shoot the butterfly, first using the water-gun, then a dart-gun, then 
a paintball-gun until he becomes a soldier and holds the real weapon (figure 49, on the 
DVD). The hands were important to identify the character, to show the action was made by 
the character himself, and to fill the frame. Also, it helps the film to be short due to the small 
numbers of characters with a full body because the hands as a ‘part’ replace the other 
characters’ bodies as ‘whole’ and become the central characters in the film. Therefore, the 
POV experience of this short film Growing was different as a director than the POV 
experience of the animated scenes that I made for the prophets.  
 
Figure 48.The main character of the short animated film ‘Growing’ as a boy and a soldier [DVD] 
 
Figure 49.The POV shots of the main character of the short animated film ‘Growing’ [DVD] 
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The POV of the Prophet as the central character in the Islamic films might be accessible for 
a Muslim audience; they could understand the events around the prophets especially the 
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) because they usually have the knowledge about the original story 
before watching the film through reading the Qur’an and its stories. On the other hand, using 
the POV technique, it could be hard to understand the story and the story events for a non-
Muslim audience, which would lead to losing the international animation marketplace.  
 
4.6.2 Second solution: Non representation 
 
The technique used in the practice is non-depicting the prophets within the frame to follow 
the Islamic rules. This is a common technique used in many Islamic films. It is the easiest 
solution for the filmmakers to use because there is no character to work on, but it is the 
hardest technique to apply to the storyline of the film; the spectator would not be able to see 
the protagonists and understand the actions that happen between the prophets and the 
events. Consequently, much information is missed in this technique, such as body language, 
dialogue, voice and facial expressions of emotions (happiness, sadness, wonder, suffering, 
wariness and relief). The lack of communication between the characters also leads the 
viewers to lose interaction with the film. In these cases, filmmakers need a narrator to 
explain what is happening inside the scenes of the prophets, such as who was found inside 
the basket? (figure 50, on the DVD.)Which prophet was inside a whale’s belly? (figure 51, on 
the DVD). And who was hiding inside the cave? (figure 52, on the DVD). 
 
 
Figure 50.Prophet Moses is inside the basket. Prophet Moses [DVD] 
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Figure 51.Prophet Jonah is inside the whale’s belly. Prophet Jonah 1 [DVD] 
 
 
Figure 52.Prophet Mohammed and his close friend Abu Baker are inside a cave.Prophet Muhammad [DVD] 
 
The previous examples would give the viewers the freedom to imagine the characters inside 
the scenes which might lead to an independent and different picture from one viewer to 
another. Miles (1996: 189-190) claims that ‘Most viewers do not develop the kind of 
attachment to a film that makes us want to appropriate—to incorporate or embody—screen 
characters’ qualities, characteristics, and behaviour’. Also, the prophets as the protagonists 
of the films are the main key elements but are not appearing on the screen. Therefore, there 
is no ‘master scene’ in Islamic films that tells the story of the prophets; the master scene 
should include all the ‘key elements’ of the film within the frame in one take (Brown, 2002: 
18). 
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4.6.3 Third solution: Flame or Sphere of Light 
 
Wells (2006: 33) indicates that ‘Animation is an art of metaphor and is perfect for all kinds of 
role-play to show different perspective and ideas about the culture we live in’. Hence, the 
metaphor is a necessary method to assist filmmakers in finding a solution for non-
representing the human figures of the prophets. Use of metaphor in animated clips could 
involve using alternative figures in place of the religious human figures, which could be 
acceptable to Islamic Authorities and culture. These alternative figures enhance the viewers’ 
understanding about the actions and events around these characters (Hatcher, 1967: 8). 
Therefore, some Islamic films depicted the prophets as a flame or a sphere of light without 
any indication of human form at all; it is one of the rare symbols that can be used to 
represent the prophets as a visual metaphor and become a part of the storytelling 
(Schimmel, 1985:160). 
 
The Sphere of Light represents truth and knowledge, and outside the sphere is the darkness 
and ignorance (Brown, 2002: 158). The flame that is used in the Prophets’ clips (figure 53, 54 
and 55, on the DVD) resolve part of the non-representational problem by filling the gap of the 
prophet’s absence, and also provides power and knowledge to make the spectators aware of 
the existence of a sacred figure (Ibid: 158). The main reason for using the light as a symbol 
of representing the prophets is because the Qur’an describes them as ‘a light’ and ‘an 
illuminating lamp’: 
There has come to you from God a light and a clear Book. 
 (The Holy Qur’an, Al-Maidah 5:15) 
 
 
And one who invites to God, by His permission, and an illuminating lamp. 
 (The Holy Qur’an, Al-Ahzab 33:46) 
 
 
However, in the scene of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and his friend Abu Baker18 they are 
represented by two intense glow-lights; but the viewers would not be able to delineate who is 
who (figure 55, on the DVD). Also, when the unbelievers arrived at the cave entrance, the 
spheres of lights switched off in order to make them hidden; which could lead to spectators 
misinterpreting the meaning of the scene (figure 56, on the DVD).  Therefore, the flame as a 
                                               
18The reason of not representing the Prophet’s companion is due to the Islamic councils’ regulations about the 
prohibition of representing of the Prophet including the first four Caliphs, and Abu Baker, called Al-siddiq 'the most 
trustworthy', was chosen as the first Caliph after the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) died on 8th June 632 A.D. 
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metaphor is a complicated device to use, and the risk is that it could mislead and generate 
confusion for the viewers (Ortony, 1975: 51-52). 
 
 
Figure 53.Story of the Prophet Moses representing him as Light inside the basket [DVD] 
 
 
Figure 54.Prophet Jonah as flame inside the whale’s belly [DVD] 
 
 
Figure 55.Story of the Prophet Muhammad and his companion are represented as Light inside the cave [DVD] 
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Figure 56.Story of the Prophet Muhammad and his companion are represented as Light off inside the cave [DVD] 
 
4.6.4 Fourth solution: Reported representational 
(anthropomorphism) 
 
Anthropomorphism shows the capacity of animation and its powerful tools of giving any 
object or animal human characteristics. It is a useful strategy of reporting the stories that 
happened around the absence prophets by the presence of non-human witnesses, whether 
objects or animals, without including the picture of the prophets. For example, the basket 
that transmits the Prophet Moses in the river could be a witness by giving it human 
characteristics to tell about the Prophet’s dramatic actions (Figure 57). Also, the whale in the 
story of Jonah could be a talking character, and the spider in the story of the Prophet 
Muhammad(PBUH)could be a talking character too. 
 
 
Figure 57. Anthropomorphize the basket in the Prophet Moses’ story 
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Anthropomorphism is a key to understanding the events that happened around the absence 
prophets without showing them physically. Yet, is there any solution to depict the absence of 
the prophets in any other form without overruling the Islamic tradition? 
 
The previous solutions show the complexity in representing the prophets’ with their figurative 
absence but attempting to discuss their subjective, narrative or thematic presence in the 
animated projects. The Point of View solution shows the presence of the story but the 
prophets are absent. The reported representation (anthropomorphism) tries to give an idea 
about the presence of the prophets with all the objects and animals speaking about the 
prophets in their absence. However, this method of anthropomorphism could give a bridge to 
a new solution by asking what other things could take on human characteristic that speaks to 
both absence and presence? It is not human figures or flame, and it is neither objects nor 
animals, so what is it? 
 
4.6.5 Fifth solution: An approach to resolving non-
representational issues 
 
Anybody is allowed to say and write the name of the prophets. So, why not use the language 
itself? This solution is not to use language for its technical linguistic purpose but to use its 
visual property.  What it has done is anthropomorphise language by visually giving words 
human characteristics, not just talking about the prophets by name, but by moving the 
symbol and giving it life, thus, the word itself is representing the human being. This idea 
comes out of looking at the previous solutions, but ultimately finding another solution.  It 
enables filmmakers to present absence and presence; so the prophets will be presented 
through the symbol of language; for example, at one and the same time linguistically it is 
Muhammad (PBUH) and visually it is Muhammad (PBUH). Thus, this has been achieved through 
‘language’ which has been used all the time and everywhere by Islamic arts. It should be a 
permitted presence for any filmmaker to use as long as they do not manipulate the language 
into being a figure or too close to an idea of a human visual representation; it should be 
acceptable by the Islamic authorities and culture. 
Therefore, using Arabic calligraphy to represent the prophets in animated films is a new 
approach suggested through this research. Arabic is the language of 22 Arab countries in 
the Middle East and North Africa. The origin of Arabic belongs to the group of Semitic 
alphabetical scripts (Safadi, 1978:7). It includes 28 alphabets, and it is read and written from 
right to left. Arabic is the main language of the holy book, the Qur’an, which ‘played a central 
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role in the development of Arabic script’ (Safadi, 1978:7).The Qur’an describes the 
importance of gaining knowledge through reading and writing; for example, there is a 
chapter in the Qur’an entitled The Pen (Al Qalam) and it includes a verse that encourages 
writing: ‘Nun. By the pen and that which they write’ (68: 1). Also, the first verses of the 
Qur’an to be revealed to Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) command the Prophet to read of the 
name of Allah: 
(1) Read in the name of your Lord and Cherisher, who created(2) created man, out of  a 
leech-like clot (3) Read: for your Lord is Most Bountiful, (4) He who taught by the pen, (5) 
Taught man that which he knew not. 
(Holy Quran 96:1-5) 
The Muslim calligraphers, Ibn Muqla and Ibn al-Bawwab, established and developed two 
main fonts, Naskh and Thulth in the seventh century, which were used widely in sacred arts 
and the Qur’an manuscript (figures 58) (Safadi, 1978:19). 
 
,  
Figure 58.Page of the Qur’an written in Naskh script in the early sixteenth century. Source: (Safadi, 1978:64). 
 
As mentioned earlier, the Qur’an and mosques are never decorated with figurative images, 
but they have been wildly decorated with Arabic text and geometric patterns which became 
the main unifying elements of ’artistic expression’ (Blair, 2008:4).Therefore, calligraphy is 
the visual art most produced in the Islamic regions and heritage, which has been applied to 
Islamic architecture and art such as secular places and mosques, the cover of the Kaaba, 
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furniture, contemporary arts, coins, flags and many different objects (Ibid: 4). The term 
calligraphy means ‘the geometry of writing’ and it is defined as: 
 
An art which is conscious, founded upon a code of geometric and decorative rules; 
an art which, in the patterns which it creates, implies a theory of language and of 
writing. This art stars off as a part of the linguistic structure and institutes an 
alternative set of rules, derived from language but dramatizing and duplicating it by 
transposing it into visual terms.  
(Khatibi and Sijelmassi, 1976: 20) 
 
Historically, Arabic calligraphy was the art ‘most highly valued’ by Arab and Muslim artists 
(Arnold, 1965: 1). It became ‘the main theme in Islamic visual culture' in the seventh 
century, when the Qur’an was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) from God through 
Archangel Gabriel (Blair, 2008:3). Arabic calligraphy is the most important visual 
‘manifesting itself in all branches of Islamic art’ (Safadi, 1978:31). Lings (1976:15) claims 
that ‘sacred art’ was provided by a variety of art styles from the Qur’an’s calligraphy which 
challenged by Muslim artists. Muslim artists avoided representations of living beings in 
sacred art and architecture in the past (Oweis, 2002:21). On the other hand, Muslim artists 
developed Zoomorphic calligraphy, in which Arabic letters or/and words were designed and 
shaped into living figures and objects (figure 59, 60). 
 
Figure 59.Zoomorphic Calligraphy, Shi’ah prayer in Thuluth structured into the shape of a falcon. 
By Muhammad Fathiyab, Persia, Early 19th Century. Source: (Safadi, 1978: 136) 
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Figure 60.Mirror-writing with the letter ‘waw’ (‘and’) in Gulzar style followed by a phrase: ma sha’ Allah (‘whatever 
God wills’), Turkey, probably late 18th Century. Source: (Safadi, 1978: 136) 
 
Miles (1996: 3) indicates that ‘cinema has been seen as continuous with a long tradition in 
which images have been used to produce emotion, to strengthen attachment, and to 
encourage imitation’, and because of the strong tradition of Arabic and Islamic arts 
calligraphy is more than images and figurative representation; thus, a number of Islamic 
artists use Arabic calligraphy to produce animated videos and installations ‘to bring the 
cultural tradition into a new medium, to assert religious values, and sometimes to 
critique’(Marks, 2011:307, 318).  
 
The previous examples of Islamic animated films shows that it is uncommon for the 
animation industry in the Arab region to practice representation of the written-names of the 
prophets as a part of narrative in animation films; Muslim animation directors usually prefer 
POV or a flame of light as it has been previously demonstrated. However, Marks (2011: 
311) believes that calligraphic animation ‘shifts the focus of documentation from 
representation to performance, from trace of the past to promise of the future’. For example, 
the Turkish artist, Tonqus Yasarmade, and his first non-commercial animated film, How the 
Amentu Ship Sailed (Amentü Gemisi Nasil Yurüdü, 1970) (figure 61). He practiced the 
unusual technique of using zoomorphic calligraphy of the Othman/Arabic alphabet, before 
the adoption to the Latin alphabet, as the theme of the film (Bendazzi, 1994:398). Art 
Historian Sezer Tansugun counselled Yasarof on a selection of zoomorphic calligraphies 
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that were done in the Othman and Persia Empires, such as the lion (figure 62) which was 
originally made in the 19th century in Persia, and then he converted these old Islamic arts 
from static symbols to beautiful visual movements (Turker, 2011: 235). The story of the film 
did not show any religious context, but it was about love and wounds. However, the 
animated film won some awards and was screened at many film festivals including the 
Annecy Animation Film Festival in 1973 as the first Turkish animated film official selection 
at the festival; also it has been chosen as the Turkish animated film of the century (ibid). 
 
Figure 61.How the Amentu Ship Sailed (1970). Directed by: Tonqus Yasarmade. 
 
 
Figure 62.Lion formed of ornamental Tawqi script which reads: ‘Ali inb Abi Talib, radiya Allah Ta’ala anhuwa-
Karrama wajhahu—‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, may God Almightly be pleased with him and honour him.’  
Persia, 19th Century. (Safadi, 1978: 136) 
 
111 
 
Technology helped a new generation of artists to practice the Arabic calligraphy using 
computers and software to create art works within contemporary forms. The Moroccan 
artist, Mounir Fatmi, produced a number of installations that applied animated calligraphy, 
such as Modern Time: A history of a machine (2010), when he combined different materials 
such as circular blades decorate with animated Arabic calligraphy which created an 
interactive installation between these elements. Another example is Face, the 99 Names of 
God (1999); this project was made because Islam forbids of any representation of God and 
the absence of creating any image of God by Muslim artists. The video shows the 99 
names of God that are written in the Qur’an, such as the Superb, the Creator, the Peace, 
the Knowing and the rest names and, were written in Arabic language with a solid 
background and English translations appearing and fading-in one after another. Each one 
of the audience would read the 99 names of God and imagine God from his own different 
perspective (figure 63). Fatmi believes that ‘the vividness of such an image is far more 
powerful than if some picture of God had been actually provided’ (Fatimi, ND). 
 
 
 
Figure 63.The installation video titled Face, the 99 Names of God by Mounir Fatimi, 1999. Source: Mounir Fatimi 
 
A suggestion has been made through this study to use Arabic calligraphy as a creative 
representation of the prophets through their names, to replace their images in animated films 
without any indication of human form. But what is representation? And how could be applied 
in this practice?  Bolt (2004: 12) suggests that representation could be applied in different 
mediums; he comments that representation could be understood as: 
 
A substitute for, or copy of “reality” in some imagistic form—film, literature or visual 
arts, for example, representational art is opposed to abstract or so called non-
representational art. However, according to its critics, representation cannot be 
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conceived so literally. It is not just concerned with realism or figuration, but rather, 
representation posits a particular relation to, or way of thinking about the world.  
 
Bolt (2004: 17) claims that representation lacks copying the reality and ‘can only ever be an 
imperfect copy of ideal form’. However, ’In modern world, representation has come to be 
understood as the structure that enables representationalism to dominate our contemporary 
way of thinking’ (Bolt, 2004:12).  Thus, representing the prophets as written-names within a 
contemporary medium such as animation would avoid presenting their appearances and it 
will not form and shape the image of the prophets, which should not conflict with the Islamic 
tradition of non-depicting the prophets as human forms. The motivation of using this 
suggestion is to help spectators to recognize the prophets in the animated videos. Using 
the written-names of the prophets as non-organic actors playing their parts within the 
animation scenes would narrow the problems of non-depicting the image of the prophets, 
and would be a solution to defining the characters within the frame as a visual message 
attempting to achieve effective communication (Krasner, 2008: 192). For example, it is 
easier for the spectator to identify that Prophet Moses was found inside the basket by 
reading his name instead of showing nothing as suggested (figure 64, on the DVD). The 
same happens with the Prophet Jonah by showing his name inside the whale’s belly (figure 
65, on the DVD), and the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)and his companion Abu Baker, whose 
names are shown inside the cave (figure 66, on the DVD).  
 
 
Figure 64. The name of Prophet Moses is inside the basket, Prophet Moses [DVD]. 
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Figure 65.The name of Prophet Jonah is inside the whale’s belly [DVD]. 
 
 
Figure 66.The names of Prophet Mohammed and his companion Abu Baker are inside the cave[DVD] 
 
Using the written names would follow the Islamic regulations about the voice of the 
prophets not being heard in films. However, by representing the prophets as written-names 
in films, with the absence of the voice of the prophets, it forces the filmmaker to create 
some silent scenes, which links to the period of silent cinema in the early period of cinema 
from the end of 19th century to the early 20th century (Usai, 1994: 9). The silent cinema is 
defined as films with no sound or dialogues recorded for mainly technical reasons, but in 
case of Islamic films the silent scenes are for religious reasons; the names of the prophets 
cannot create dialogues with other human characters in the films; thus, these films would 
have a combination of the dialogue between the secondary human characters, and non-
dialogue between the secondary characters and the protagonists who are usually the 
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prophets. Thus, the problem would be solved by having a narrator replace the prophet’s 
voice or a frame with written statement of the prophets or God (figure 67, on the DVD).   
 
 
Figure 67.Writing a verse from Qur’an instead of using dialogue, Prophet Muhammad [DVD] 
 
The sequences (figure 68, on the DVD) show the non-believers looking for the Prophet 
Muhammad (PBUH)and his companion Abu Baker and attempting to kill both of them, but the 
Prophet and his friend hide inside the cave of Thawr. After they entered the cave, the God 
protected them by sending a spider to spin a web across the cave’s entrance. After that the 
non-believers arrived at the cave and saw the spider web. They thought that it was 
impossible that anyone had entered the cave because the spider's web had not been 
broken, and they moved away from the cave. Afterwards, the written-names of Prophet 
Muhammad (PBUH) and his companion start to appear and move smoothly near the cave’s 
entrance; attempting to move the viewers’ feelings of empathy. 
 
Krasner (2008:186) claims that ‘the role of expressive kinetic typography is to represent a 
concept in a visual format. Rather than being literal, it can convey an intended emotion 
through its unique graphic impact and its movement in space’. Purposely, there is no 
narrator to tell the story; the aim of this video is to make viewers follow the actions visually 
by watching drawn images and written-names and to see how the viewers will respond to 
this technique, finding out if representing the prophets as text would be a solution in 
comparison to non-representation, in which nobody could understand the actions that 
happen if there was no moving text (figure 69, on the DVD). It is recommended to animate 
the text with simple movements such as moving forward, moving backward, and small 
degree of rotations. This limited movement aimed to avoid distorting the names of the 
prophets, otherwise, the spectators might interpret any distorting in negative manner. Thus, 
it is suggested keeping the written-names as they are in order to keep them look familiar to 
the Muslim audience. 
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Figure 68.Sequence from the animated video of Prophet Muhammad, option 3: Names as protagonists [DVD] 
 
 
Figure 69.Sequence from the animated video of Prophet Muhammad, option 1: No protagonists [DVD] 
 
It is worth mentioning that spectators are familiar with moving texts in films though film title 
sequences since the 1980s (Krasner, 2008: 186). Nevertheless, in attempting to keep the 
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visual elements of the animated videos more compatible with tradition and more visually 
sacred, Islamic geometric patterns decorated the backgrounds (figure 40, 41& 42) with the 
aim of matching the style between the calligraphy and the drawn images. The combination of 
the Arabic calligraphy and Islamic geometric patterns is influenced by the characteristics and 
aesthetics of Islamic art, which are considered as main ‘elements that unify Islamic art 
across a diverse and large geographical area’ (Oweis, 2002: 19). Muslim artists and 
architects make extensive use of Islamic patterns accompanied with calligraphy, which they 
apply to architecture and art such as mosques, palaces, textiles and other objects. The 
mixture of images, calligraphy and patterns establishes endless artistic possibilities to 
provide more aesthetic to Islamic animated projects, and to be linked with the extraordinary 
beauty of artistic traditions in Muslim culture. The Islamic geometrical patterns were added 
within multiple layers to the Nile River (figure 70, on the DVD), also the garden of the 
pharaoh in the story of the Prophet Moses to follow the traditional technique in the eye of the 
Muslim public (figure 71, on the DVD). Also, the geometrical patterns have been used to 
replace the spider web from the video of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) in order to contribute 
more power and beauty (figure 72, on the DVD). 
 
 
Figure 70.Combinations of Islamic patterns with Nile River in Prophet Moses’ video [DVD] 
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Figure 71.Combining Islamic patterns with the garden in Prophet Moses [DVD] 
 
 
Figure 72.Combining Islamic patterns with the enrance of the cave in Prophet Muhammad.  
Option 4: names as protagonists with patterns [DVD] 
 
I acknowledge the limitations in using the motion text such as the absence of voice, 
dialogue, and the lack of interaction between the text and human characters.  Nevertheless, 
it is a suggested approach to help filmmakers to organize their film’s information and to 
make the audience understand more about the events around the prophets represented in 
their films (Krasner, 2008: 199). However, filmmakers should first get approval from the 
Islamic authorities before applying the written-names of the prophets before broadcasting 
animated videos to the public. Thus, the practice was submitted to the Islamic council in 
Amman to get their official response and permission in order to make a contribution and to 
apply them in the future projects. The hypothesis of this research practice is that if the clips 
get the permission from the Islamic authorities and the decision is positive, then these clips 
will contribute to new knowledge and will help Arab-Islamic filmmakers to use this technique 
as an acceptable solution of Prophet representation. But, if the decision is negative, the 
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council should explain the reasons. Thus, in any case, this research will certainly contribute 
to knowledge even in the case of not receiving the council's approval.  
 
In October 2012, a visit was arranged to the Jordanian Islamic Council in Amman in order to 
ask my research question by filling in a form and including my question/s in the Arabic 
language, and then submitting it to the Islamic Studies and Research Department. At that 
point, a committee would be arranged to make their decision together and answer the 
questions; this process is called fatwa. The question was: 
 
What is the Islamic ruling of writing the names of the prophets only instead of adding 
drawings of their depicted pictures in animations films? (See appendix 14, in Arabic) 
 
Three months later, the response of the Jordanian Islamic council was received with 
rejection of my suggestion with a short statement (See appendix 15, in Arabic). Their 
response did not show that any divine text proves their decision, but they are worried that 
using names of the prophets in animation might ‘open a door’ for non-believers to use the 
names in a negative manner. However, the Islamic council statement did not give any further 
reason and did not include any alternative solution. Also, the rejection was not supported by 
either sources of Islamic law: the Qur'an and Hadith19. Their response was: 
 
It is already known the illegitimately of depicting the images of the prophets, peace 
be upon them, because of the diminished their self-worth and dignity, and being 
represented by people who are inferior to them, and this decision made by the 
scholars and from all Muslim countries. Therefore, the idea that was suggested is 
illegitimate, to excuse prejudice the prophets, and the closure of the door of fear of 
opening the entry of who do not dignified the prophets, nor does not guarantee 
punished such things. 
 
The aim behind this response from the Islamic council is that of taking no risk; any solution 
related to the prophets’ representation is illegitimate. According to Islamic law, the prophets 
are perfect and there is no image/actor that could replace their status, it is a great 
fundamental rule. As mentioned in Chapter 3, Western animation films have misrepresented 
and stereotyped Arab and Muslim people in films and cartoons. It can be said that the Arab-
Islamic authorities have some kind of representation-phobia from Western filmmakers and 
artists. The suggestion that was made by the practice of research was avoiding any human 
form, but the Islamic authors in Amman are worry about representing the prophets with any 
                                               
19
The Prophet Muhammad’s sayings. 
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form, even the written-names; which mean that the Islamic authorities need to avoid such 
responsibility of making a decision related to moving-image medium. This decision that 
comes from the Islamic council in Amman was without any Islamic evidence, from the Holy 
Qur’an and Prophet Muhammad’s sayings, of the reasons for forbidding using the names of 
the prophets in such animation clips. On the other hand, it is traditional to read the prophets 
names in the Holy Qur’an, books, mosques, flags, art works, and many other forms, so why 
not the animation? 
 
Later on, a decision was made to submit the suggestion again to another Islamic council 
after the first rejection from the Islamic council in Amman. Thus, in March 2013, the same 
question was submitted to the Islamic Sharia Council in London without mentioning the 
previous submission in Amman, I wanted to observe if the result would be the same and the 
suggestion would be rejected again. Surprisingly, one month later I received the approval of 
using the names of the prophets in animation instead of an image including explanation of 
their decision. They first confirmed the high and sacred status of the prophets in Islam and 
the importance of respecting them and protecting their honour. Their verdict regarding 
depicting a prophet or prophets with images or with calligraphy: 
 
…Writing the names of the prophets, in a graphical manner, and in a language that 
is understood by the reader; and then placing these names within animation or static 
images may be permitted if the following two considerations are taken into account: 
 
1. The names are not fashioned into the shape of man with distinct features. If they are 
shaped into the outline of a man, this can be deemed as permissible.   
 
2. If names are fashioned into the shape of a man, care should be taken not to portray 
the image as a caricature. 
 
These types of depiction the prophets would be deemed to be an acceptable 
solution to the problem that emerged due to the need of any representation of the 
Prophet's character in any animation of his story. Such names will not be seen as a 
depiction of the Prophet's images nor they will not be seen as a defamation of his 
character. 
 
As shari'ah states that non-rituals activities are permissible unless a divine text 
proves the opposite, writing the names of the Prophet is the described manner will 
be permissible from the Islamic perspective. We do not know of any proof that does 
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not allow it explicitly. The Islamic Sharia Council would like to reiterate the above 
answer is given according to the main stream Islamic jurists.  
(See appendix 16) 
The Islamic Sharia Council in London did not see any problem with using such written-
names to represent the prophets, including Muhammad (PBUH), in animation. Thus, the 
practice of this research could be applied in the United Kingdom and Western countries, but 
this approval from London conflicts with the rejection from the Islamic council in Amman; 
which mean any filmmaker who would use this suggestion in his/her animated films would 
face challenges to produce and broadcast the work in Arab countries. When I attempt to find 
a solution to solve this invisibility problem in cooperation with the Islamic councils, two 
different responds was received, negative and positive, which makes it is a very hard 
decision about whether to apply it or not.  
 
The Islamic councils in the Arab countries are very strict as concerns showing the prophets, 
especially Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), within any form including his written-name. I began to 
be unclear about the rules behind these Islamic verdicts and it remains an open question; do 
the Islamic councils in the Arab counties discourage the artist from using the Islamic 
resources within contemporary medium?  
 
Islamic films that tell stories about the prophets including the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) 
would be most unfamiliar in terms of animated films. Undoubtedly, they are different from 
any other animated movie ever seen due to having invisible protagonist for the whole 
running time of the movie. All the Islamic films discussed in this chapter show the 
filmmakers’ efforts of making these films to be suited to the Islamic traditions. The main 
reason for making these films, from the Muslim filmmakers’ perspective, is because they feel 
it is their responsibility to spread the truth about Islam and its peaceful message. They 
struggle to change the perception about their faith in the West with the purpose of reducing 
the gap between Arab countries and the West, especially after the lack of knowledge about 
Islam in the West that has been observed by Arab filmmakers. Hence, I wish that one day 
the contribution of the Islamic councils will become more helpful to the religious animation 
industry in the Arab world, working together with the aim of fighting against the 
Islamophobia; whether it is religious films or films inspired by religious context within 
contemporary form.  
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Conclusion: 
 
A number of issues about Arab animation cinema were addressed during the research. As 
well as inevitably requiring it to respect religious Islamic law, it became clear that this mode 
of cinematic practice was tied up with a whole range of cultural, political and economic 
issues. It had been found that there have been a number of feature-length animated films 
produced by Arab filmmakers, but the majority of these films faced challenges domestically 
and internationally.  First, there are cultural factors to consider such as the religious 
challenge; the Arab filmmakers needed to satisfy the Islamic authorities to get permission to 
make and screen their films in Arabic and Islamic countries, especially if these films were 
adapted or inspired by a religious context.  Second, there are regulatory challenges to 
making biographical  films about the prophets, due to the ‘banning’ of any human 
representation of these figures in Islam tradition and, therefore, filmmakers had to deal with 
the limits of representation; something that potentially animation might in some way resolve. 
 
The Islamic councils strictly adhere to the prevention of showing images of the prophets, but 
some Arab filmmakers have managed to subvert this in some way to make films that allude 
to but do not show the prophets. One of the main approaches of this study is practice-based; 
the goal of this practice is to investigate such problems and find potential solutions for 
filmmakers working in animation to extend models of potential representation. This approach 
seeks to extend the primary research about Arab animated cinema and television, which has 
not received thorough examination before, by extending an original contribution to 
knowledge by providing a practical outcome which uses animation methodologically 
effectively to extend representational opportunities in depicting the prophets and religious 
stories. 
 
This research faced difficult project management issues; as a researcher, I wanted to use 
my experience as a Muslim who is committed to my faith, moral and ethical obligations, and 
follows the regulations of Islam for ethical reasons. Therefore, during the research I applied 
a number of ethical levers such as social responsibility, competence, legality, openness, 
carefulness, objectivity and integrity (Resnik, 2011). These research ethical issues are 
vindicated by complete cooperation with the Islamic councils in Jordan and the United 
Kingdom, and seek to solve practical problems and to outline a formal approach for 
implementing the outcome of the practice in future projects. 
 
A number of stories of the Qur’an were adapted in order to find a solution for representing 
the prophets by anthropomorphising the symbols of language - which has been an accepted 
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practice of representation in Islamic visual arts - by using animation to give visual power to 
the linguistic signs. It is a strategy to not include figurative pictures of the prophets, but to 
prove the capacity of animation - the practice of this research – for suggesting solutions and 
tools. The response to my practice from the Islamic council in Jordan was negative, but the 
Islamic Council in the UK was positive and did not see any problem with using animation in 
this way as an acceptable approach that did not violate Islamic tradition and rules. As a 
practitioner I am aware of the restrictions and the consequences of violating the established 
conventions of non-representation, but I discovered it could be challenged and in a small 
way could be compromised. This research shows that previous filmmakers who have tried to 
find different solutions of representing the prophets have not fully succeeded, but this new 
approach, discovered through the practice of this research, has achieved some notable 
success and acceptance in the European context.  
 
Many people assume that the prohibition and limitations for Muslim filmmakers are about 
religious law and how religious officials ensure that no rules are broken. This is normally 
supported by governments that are also Muslim-based and they insist upon conventional 
and committed religious conduct as a fundamental aspect of what they do. However, we 
should not think these are the only factors; there are always wider political issues, 
economical challenges, and cultural orthodoxies. This also informs how practitioners create 
things and achieve outcomes.  Some cases show that by getting economic support from 
Islamic investors for a project inspired by an Islamic context can achieve the cultural and 
political kudos required. Thus, it is not just about religious Islamic law; but it is also about a 
whole range of influential aspects upon production. 
 
Arab filmmakers attempt to export their animated films to an international market, and try to 
speak to other global cultures. They seek to build a bridge between the Arab/Islamic world 
and the West through animated films which haves been adapted from Arab and Islamic 
sources, but speaks to the universal human condition. The relationship between Islam and 
the West, though, remains very complicated; the West looks at these projects and already 
has a perspective about them as religious and ideological propaganda, especially after 9/11, 
2001. Thus, the majority of these Arabic animated films are rejected by the West because of 
concerns that these films represent the unwelcome principles of foreign cultures and the 
influence of more inflammatory Islamic groups. Inherently, there is an Islamophobia about 
Islamic cultural products as soon as they come to the West; there is suspicion of them and 
extensive interrogation of them. Ironically, when Western artefacts are exported to Arab 
countries, though almost inherently at odds with Muslim ideology and Muslim politics, they 
sometimes find distribution and audiences, so long as they do not depict the prophets. 
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The consequences of this relationship between Arab countries and the West is not only 
 ideological, however, and also concerned with the fact that Arab filmmakers and producers 
face economic challenges, and a number of Arab animation studios went out of business or 
stopped making more feature animated films due to the difficulties of reaching international 
marketplaces. Another economical challenge that faces Arab animation production is that 
Arab national and private channels offer only small amounts of funding for animated 
projects. Arab governments also do not intend to support and develop the animation industry 
in their countries, which explains why there are limited numbers of Arab shorts and feature 
animated films. Thus, the focus of contemporary Arab animation is mostly low budget 
projects distributed through YouTube and social media, which became the main platform for 
Arab animation artists to distribute their political works during the 'Arab Spring' in Tunisia, 
Egypt, Libya, Yemen, Syria and elsewhere in the Middle East since 2011. During the Arab 
Spring, Arab people started to use the internet and social media to an extensive degree and 
many political animated clips went viral.  
The Arab Spring motivated Arab artists and gave them the hope of demonstrating their 
creativity and distributing their political visual arts by using social media such as YouTube, 
Vimeo, Facebook and other networks. Many Arab artists, cartoonists, animators and studios 
used social media as an important tool for critiquing their governments whether including 
their own names or anonymously, and without fear of being arrested by the regime. The 
implication of this is an explosion in the exposure of Arab animation artists and their work in 
comparison to the very limited opportunities and freedoms of the past determined by 
regimes exercising control and censorship over traditional media such as television, cinema, 
radio and newspapers. 
 
Social media networks are used as a technological weapon by Arab artists to criticise the 
regimes, governments and some public behaviour and attitudes. Nevertheless, the right of 
freedom of expression is still limited because of the strict faith-based internet censorship in 
the majority of Arab and Muslim countries.  Also Arab and Muslim viewers target and critique 
the posted videos and check their suitability in order to protect the moral values and the 
principles of Islam from any offensive and blasphemous content. 
 
For many years Arab filmmakers and producers self-censored their work in order to avoid 
trouble with the censorship boards and culture. Consequently, filmmakers tried to keep away 
from depicting unacceptable religious images or ideological beliefs, which is partly about 
official, but it is also about cultural, pressures. It is not just at a governmental level that it is 
determined what people are permitted to do; it is also at a cultural level, where Arab 
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filmmakers are also subject to their own commitment to their faith, Islam and the restrictions 
imposed by the cultural embeddedness of religious norms. This is ‘common sense’ and 
naturalised for Arab filmmakers but inevitably, secular Western society might not see it as 
common sense at all, and this is what makes it so difficult for filmmakers if they try to speak 
to other cultures through their animated films. This also influenced my own practice to a 
certain degree because the research could only be conducted in relation to my own moral 
and ethical codes, determined by Islam, and by the restrictions of Islamic custom, practice 
and law that I am fully conversant with.  
 
Major lessons have been learned though this research which will help to extend knowledge 
about Arab animation history, theory and practice. These lessons merged through 
opportunities to conduct primary work through interviews, through having debates about 
these issues at public film festivals, and through dealing with authorities. Using different 
methods during this research in order to answer the research questions- such as history and 
case study methods, which are used to explore and analyse the number of feature animated 
films made by Arab filmmakers- has enhanced knowledge in the field. Moreover, the method 
narratology was applied to use the exact script of Quran without changing any lines to follow 
the Islamic rules. The final method used was metaphor, an important tool for animation 
practitioners to use, allowing the solution of depicting the prophets by using their names 
only. 
 
The main target audience of this research are animation filmmakers, whether Arab or non-
Arab, and this thesis acts as a guide for those filmmakers to make animated films using 
original Arabic and Islamic stories in order to avoid any misunderstanding and serious issues 
with Arab and Islamic worlds. However, this study has the potential for future development of 
the idea of using the animation as a tool to solve the study issues. It can also be applied to 
real projects which can be broadcast through Arabic channels to obtain a larger response 
and feedback from the Arab society in the Middle East. If the feedback is positive, thus, 
representing the Prophets through their written names would be an official solution for the 
filmmakers in order to avoid the dilemma of representation especially this solution obtained 
the approval from the Islamic council in London. 
 
The research has enabled and offered answers the primary question: Why are there so few, 
if any, Arab animation films at international film festivals and in non-Arab markets? It is clear 
though that there are other issues and discussions about contemporary Arab animation that 
should receive further consideration. Thus, future research should be conducted about 
topics such as the explosion of web animation during the Arab Spring, the influence of 
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Western and Japanese animation styles on Arab animation, and the subversive content of 
Arab political animation. More research is also needed on the history of Arab animation to 
create a successional archive of Arab animated films and information for future generations. 
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Appendix 1 
 
Missing_ List of festivals: 
 
     Awards and Nominations: 
1. Cairo Film Festival for Children, Egypt 2012 (Golden Award of The Best Arab Animation) 
2. Chicago International Children's Film Festival, USA 2012 (Second Prize, an Academy 
Award Qualifying Festival)  
3. Barcelona International Audiovisual Festival, Spain 2012 (Creative Award) 
4. Franco Arab Film Festival, Jordan 2010 (Best Jordanian Short Film) 
5. Jordan Animation Festival Joanimate 2012 (Best Jordanian animated Film) 
6. Barcelona International Sports Film Festival, Spain 2012 (Best Sport and Solidarity Film) 
7. Beirut International Film Festival, Lebanon 2010 (Best Third Short)  
8. Brasil Stop Motion Festival, Brazil 2012 (Honorable Mention) 
9. Tehran International Short Film Festival, Iran 2011 (Special Mention Asian Award) 
10. AnimFest Athens Animation Festival, Greece 2011 (Audience Award_ Student Competition) 
11. International Film and Audiovisual Festival for Children and Youth, Venezuela 2012 (Best 
Youth’s Animated Film) 
12. Milano International FICTS Festival, Italy 2012 (Panathlon International Award) 
13. Cambridge Student Film Festival, UK 2011 (Nominated Best Screenplay Award) 
14. Filums International Film Festival, Pakistan 2011 (Nominated Best Animation Award) 
15. World FICTS Challenge in Beijing, China 2012 (Nominated) 
 
 
 
 
Official Selection 
1. One world human rights film festival, Czech 2013 
2. Durango Film Festival, USA 2013 
3. Annon.Creative short films event, UK 2013 
4. Karama Human Right Film Festival, Palestine 2013 
5. Human Screen Festival, Tunisia 2013 
6. Little Big Shots: International Film Festival for Kids, Australia 2013 
7. Dresden International Short Film Festival (Open Stage Program), Germany 2013 
8. Charnwood Museum, Loughborough, UK 2013 
9. Chicago International Children's Film Festival, USA 2012 (an Academy Award Qualifying 
Festival) 
10. Baghdad International Film Festival, Iraq 2012 
11. Badalonia International Film Festival, Spain 2012 
12. Brasil Stop Motion Festival, Brazil 2012 
13. ALFILM - Arab Film Festival Berlin, Germany 2012  
14. World FICTS Challenge in Beijing, China 2012  
15. San Diago International Film Festival for Children. Comic-con International, USA 2012 
16. New Horizon International Film Festival, Iran 2012 
17. Kino10, Birmingham Human Rights Film Festival, UK 2012 
18. Jordan Animation Festival JoAnimate, Jordan 2012 
19. Animasyros International Animation Festival , Greece 2012 
20. El Meu Primer Festival, Spain 2012 
21. Milano International FICTS Fest, Italy 2012 
22. International Festival of Films for Children and Young Adults, Iran 2012 
23. Karama Human Rights Film Festival, Jordan 2012 
24. San Francisco Children's Film Ftestival, USA 2012 
25. London Middle East & North Africa Film Festival, UK 2012 
26. Stoptrik international Film Festival, Slovenia/ Poland 2012 
27. International Festival of Films for Children and Young Adults, Iran 2012 
28. Barcelona International Audiovisual Festival, Spain 2012 
29. Festival du Film Court de Mont-Tremblant, France 2012 
30. Los Angles Children's Film Festival, USA 2012 
31. International Film Festival ARS Independent, Poland 2012 
32. New Orleans Children’s Film Festival, USA 2012 
33. Cairo Film Festival for Children, Egypt 2012 
34. Barcelona International Sports Film Festival, Spain 2012 
35. New Jersey Independent South Asian Film Festival, USA 2012 
36. International Film and Audiovisual Festival for Children and Youth, Venezuela 2012  
37. The 8
th
 World Festival of Animated Film in Varna, Bulgaria 2012 
38. El Meu Primer Children Film Festival, Spain 2012 
39. New Jersey Independent South Asian Film Festival, USA 2012 
40. Amnesty International Film Festival, Cambridge/ UK 2012  
41. Hiroshima Animation Festival (Films from the world), Japan 2012 
42. Busan International Kids’ Film Festival (Biki), South Korea 2012 
43. Montréal Film Festival for Children, Canada 2012 
44. ANIRMAU' Animation film festival, Spain 2012 
45. The International Film Festival for Children and Youth of Sousse, Tunisia 2012 
46. Festival du Court Métrage d'Animation de Roanne, France 2012 
47. International Motion Festival, Cyprus 2012 
48. Very Short Film Festival, France 2012 
49. CromaFest Art in motion festival, Mexico 2012 
50. International Cartoon and Animation festival in Hangzhou, China 2012 
51. Tokyo Short Shorts International Film Festival and Asia, Japan 2011 (an Academy Award 
Qualifying Festival) 
52. China Animation Festival and Digital Arts, China 2011 
53. Barcelona Human Rights Film Festival, Spain 2011 
54. Animest Animation Festival, Romania 2011 
55. Re-Animania Animation Festival, Armenia 2011  
56. Cambridge Student Film Festival, UK 2011   
57. Filums International Film Festival, Pakistan 2011  
58. Tehran International Short Film Festival, Iran 2011  
59. AnimFest Athens Animation Festival, Greece 2011 
60. 3D Wire International Animation Market, Spain 2011 
61. Banjalukanima Animation Festival, Bosnia 2011 
62. Golden Kuker Animation Festival, Bulgaria 2011 
63. Supertoon International Animation Festival, Croatia 2011  
64. Capalbio International Short Film Festival, Italy 2011 
65. Toronto Palestine Film Festival, Canada 2011 
66. Mexico Short Shorts Film Festival, Mexico 2011 
67. Naoussa International Film Festival, Greece 2011 
68. International EuroArab Film Festival Amal, Spain 2011 
69. The Arab Film Festival Rotterdam, Netherland 2011 
70. Wiz-Art International Short Film Festival, Ukraine 2011 
71. Boston Palestine Film Festival, USA 2011 
72. Short Shorts Story Film Festival, USA 2011 
73. Bristol Palestine Film Festival, UK 2011 
74. FIFOG Oriental Film Festival, Switzerland 2011  
75. Citrus Cel Animation Film Festival, Florida, USA 2011 
76. International Film Festival Cine-Jeune, France 2011 
77. Cortoons Animation Film Festival of Rome, Italy 2011 
78. Palestine London Film Festival, UK 2011  
79. Puppets on Film Festival, UK 2011  
80. Clermont-Ferrand International short Film Festival (Film Market), France 2011 
81. Jordanian/German animation days, Royal film Commission, Jordan 2011 
82. Mayton Street Festival, UK 2011 
83. Franco Arab Film Festival, Jordan 2010 
84. Istanbul International Animation Festival, Turkey 2010  
85. Beirut Intl. Film Festival, Lebanon 2010   
86. Arab Film Festival, Michigan, USA 2010 
87. 9th In the Palace Intl. Short Film Festival, Bulgaria 2010 
88. 18th Damascus Intl. Film Festival, Syria 2010 
89. FICMEC Intl. Student Film Festival, Lebanon 2010 
90. 8th Tindirindis International Animation Film Festival, Lithuania 2010 
91. Kiskakas Animation Celebration, Hungary 2010 
92. Beginning International Student Film Festival, Russia 2010 
93. Centre Euro Arab, Jordanian Films Week, Barcelona, Spain 2010 
94. Glastonbury Village Screen Festival, UK 2010 
www.MissingShortFilm.com 
In a couple weeks TOUCH will screen at its 75th film festival. What an incredible ride! 
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Appendix 5 
 
The reasons for having a small selection of Arab animation in 
the book ‘Cartoons: One Hundred Years of Cinema Animation’  
Interview with Author of the book Cartoons Giannalberto Bendazzi via email 
July 13, 2012 
 
 
TA:  Could you please explain your reasons for having only a small selection of Arab 
animation in your book Cartoons: One Hundred Years of Cinema Animation which 
covers the history of Animation across the world? 
 
GB:  You should have asked this question in 1988, when the book was first published. I 
will give you two answers, one for then, one for now. 
 
a) In 1983-1988, when I was writing the book, no Internet, Facebook, Wikipedia existed. 
Even the fax was a rarity. Quick written messages from Milan to Paris went through 
telegrams. Sometimes, if you had a close friend abroad, he/she could make a heavy, 
uncomfortable videocassette for you. In such a situation, means were not enough for 
exploring satisfactorily animation in the whole world. But anyway I insisted: better an 
unsatisfactory chapter than nothing at all. 
 
b) Animation historians were few, Westerners and scattered between Europe and Northern 
America (the good side to it was that we knew one another, were friends, and often 
exchanged information). 
 
c) We could speak and read English, French, Spanish, sometimes Russian, sometimes 
German. Certainly not Arabic. 
 
d) Arab animators were… animators, which means that they loved to draw, hated to write. 
Answers to letters in a common language (usually French) were rare and meagre. 
 
2 
 
e) Arab film critics and historians didn’t pay any attention to animation – the way everybody 
did all over the world (except… us). 
 
f) Arab producers, distributors, film-makers considered that the world commenced and 
ended with Arabic-speaking peoples. They would laugh at the idea to inform a Swede, a 
Japanese or a Brazilian about their work. 
 
Second answer, given to the fact that I’m re-writing my book and making it four or five 
time as big. (Publication predicted during next year). 
 
a) Digital communication helped a lot. A good historian, able to smartly use the web, is in 
condition to write seriously (ALTHOUGH FAR FROM PERFECTLY) about animation in 
many Arab countries. 
 
b) Arab animation historians are growing in number and quality. 
 
c) Western countries still have the oligopoly of international culture, but in the meantime 
Arab countries got heavily internationalized, in languages too. So Europeans and 
Americans still don’t know a word of Arabic, but Arabs provide them with information in 
English…….BUT 
 
d) Most of the aforementioned flaws and obstacles still exist. 
Therefore you’ll find better (although not great) chapters on Arab animation in the 
forthcoming Cartoons 2.  
 
TA:  Why do you think that many Arab filmmakers in the present do not have the ability 
to make good animation films, but on the other hand, Arabs in the past have created 
outstanding stories such as One Thousands and One Nights and many other 
magnificent stories, all suited for making animation films and which have been used by 
the Western animated films with huge success?  
 
GB: History teaches us that every civilization has its eras of splendour and its eras of 
decadence. The Chinese Empire, the Roman Empire, Greece, Spain, Great Britain and 
one thousand more. Arabs were great for 500 years, had a decadence, now they are 
3 
 
regaining their high level. The improvement of Arab animation mustn’t be measured with 
past Arab greatness, but with the contemporary excellences. Arab animators should 
participate to the great International festivals, watch the masterpieces of ten, twenty, 
seventy years ago, read translated books. They first must be great animators with a 
distinctive style, and only then adapt any text from any literature. Nobody needs 
mediocrity, be it American or Japanese or Arabian. Walt Disney’s Aladdin is a bad film 
(with some great things like the Genie) and it would be no less bad if it had been 
produced in Cairo or Baghdad. 
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Appendix 6 
 
The challenges that face animation in the 
Arab world 
Interview with Dr. Mohamed Ghazala 
Interview took place in Cairo on 29 March 2012, 18.00 pm 
 
Dr. Mohamed Ghazala is an assistant professor at Minia University in Egypt and an artist 
of animated films. Ghazala directed more than 6 award-winning short animated films, 
one of which is Honyan’s Shoes (2009), which won the Animation Prize at the African 
Movies Academy Awards in Lagos/ Nigeria 2010. In addition, Ghazala has participated 
as a jury member on a number of international animation festivals in Europe, the Middle 
East and Africa. 
Moreover, Dr. Ghazala is the founder and the director of the first chapter of the 
International Animated Film Association ‘ASIFA’ in Africa and the Arab world, based in 
Egypt. The aim of this organization is to involve Arab and African animation filmmakers 
in creating, developing and promoting their own regional identity that will have an impact 
in the international animation market by participating in festivals and setting up some 
animation workshops. 
During this interview, questions were asked to Dr. Ghazala about his booklet Animation 
in the Arab World, A glance on the Arabian animated films since 1936. In addition, we 
had a conversation about the difficulties that face the animation industry in the Arab 
world, and the difference before and after the ‘Arab Spring’ in the production of political 
animated films.  
 
Tariq Alrimawi: Firstly, could you please talk about your booklet Animation in the Arab 
World which was the first published book about the history of Arab Animation? 
Mohamed Ghazala: Basically, it is a collection of five articles about Arab Animation 
published in a South Korean animation magazine called Animatoon. Every two months, I 
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covered animation in different areas in the Arab world such as Egypt, North Africa, Ash-
sham Area1 and The Gulf Area. Subsequently, I collected the five articles with some 
editing then presented them as a conference paper at the Athens Animation Festival in 
2011 in Greece. After that, Lambert Academic Publishing contacted me to publish these 
articles as the first book about Arab Animation. 
TA: Could you please explain your reasons for having only a small selection of Arab 
animation in your book which covers the history of Arab animation since 1936 to the 
present. 
MG: I collected those Arab animated films individually by myself. The main problem was 
that I could not find any official archive for Arab animation. It was hard to find the original 
animated films, and few Arab animated films are available on the internet with low 
resolution. So I decided not to analyze animated films due to the lack of the number of 
Arab animated films. Basically, I cannot criticize low resolution animated films or/and 
analyze films without seeing them. 
TA: How have your short animated films been produced previously in terms of financial 
support and working with Arab artists and studios? 
MG: My first animated film was a graduation project. I sponsored the full production. 
Classical animation was the film’s technique, which needed a lot of paper and paints. 
The university only provided me with a primitive computer which I suffered from more 
than it helped me. That was in 2001. Of course now the situation has changed 
significantly with the developing of hardware and software. Frequently, graduation 
projects’ productions at universities are personal efforts, where the universities do not 
provide equipment and training. 
For my following work, I produced five short animated films; one of them was in 
cooperation with the Ministry of Culture. I also had an animation studio which was 
prepared and equipped for special projects for the Republic of Yemen and Tunisia. I 
have been cooperating with many professionals who have worked as freelancers; which 
makes it easy for us to work both quickly and with high quality. However, although 
dealing with independent artists is good in many cases and work is likely to be 
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  A geographical term that contains Syria, Jordan, Lebanon and Palestinian. 
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competitive and varied, but it carries some risk, as it does not guarantee the loyalty of 
the artist to the project’s sustainability which may disrupt the project. 
TA: What are the common animation techniques used in Egypt and other Arab countries? 
MG: 2D CGI (Computer Generated Imagery) like Adobe Flash is most commonly used in 
Arab animation; for ease in learning and low cost compared to other animation 
techniques such as 3D CGI, Stop-Motion and classical animation. 
Many studios in Egypt have worked with classical animation, then a few studios worked 
on clay-animation, but in time, most of them converted to digital technologies, which 
does not require paying high salaries to artists. I imagine that the 3D CGI techniques will 
grow more and more with the progress of the technical level of university graduates, as 
well as the high demand from the TV channels. 
TA: Do you think that there is a problem with Arab animation films in terms of quantity 
and quality compared with Western animation productions? 
MG: I have attended many international animation festivals as a filmmaker or jury 
member; unfortunately, there were hardly any Arab animations in those international 
festivals. Once, ASIFA Egypt sent more than 49 Egyptian animated films to Stuttgart 
Animation Festival 2011 and they only selected one film for the graduation animated film 
category.  Thus, the lack of artistic and cinematic Arab animated films is obvious. There 
is no systematic approach to teaching and producing animation in the Arab region, most 
of the experiments that are undertaken by Arab animation filmmakers to show their 
Arabic identity and culture through animation are independent and without any support 
from organizations and governments. 
Most of the high quality animation productions in Arab countries such as Egypt, Jordan, 
Tunisia and Morocco focus on TV commercials and TV series especially for Ramadan2. 
There is no interest in producing artistic films for cinema and festivals.  You can only see 
graduation projects by Arab art students, who make artistic animation films, then after 
graduation, they work in the industry to produce commercial works and the artistic work 
disappears quickly. 
                                                             
2
 The Islamic month of fasting. 
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TA: The Egyptian ‘Arab Hollywood’ produced more than 2500 feature live-action films. 
But on the other hand, it didn’t produce any feature animation films. Why do you think 
that Arab producers and film organizations focus on live-action and documentary films 
for cinema more than animation – is it because they think that animation is only for 
television and kids?  
MG: That is true; it is a cultural problem that the priority is always for actors and singers 
in Arab cinema, on the other hand, animation and fine artists are given the lowest priority. 
Thus, this reflects in a negative way on Arab animation as a language of art and cinema.  
Moreover, the majority of Arab people and film producers think that animation is only for 
kids. For a long time, Arab national television have imported animation films and TV 
series that suit kids only. When I was a kid I thought that animation was only Walt 
Disney’s productions. When I grew up, a friend gave me a videotape of animated films 
produced in the Czech Republic, which has a completely different style than the films we 
used to watch on our national channels. These Czech animated films were abstract, 
artistic and nice stories. In that time I realized that animation could be for kids and adults.  
Arab countries did not screen the East European animated films that were produced in 
the 60s and the 70s in the cinemas and television; these films could inspire Arab 
producers to make such artistic animation films. 
TA: What do you think the weaknesses of the animation market in the Arab World are?  
MG: It is really sad that the Arab animation market is weak while there are many talented 
young people who have the abilities to make high quality animation productions. Also, 
there are many rich Arabs who could support and make purely Arabic animation films. 
But unfortunately, making animated feature films in the region is a massive risk due to 
the unstable market, as well as the absence of explicit government support and 
corporate help. In contrast, the governments and animation studios in the developed 
world support their filmmakers to produce animated films with high budgets. 
I want to point out that the Arab countries’ market, which includes more than 300 million 
people who speak same language and share the same culture is promising, if there were 
appropriate methods for media marketing. 
The problem is that there has been no Arab animated feature film that has been 
produced for the Arab cinema as an example for producers. But I think that Arab 
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producers should take the Western animation markets as a model, and how animation 
could have produce a huge success and profits at the box offices.  
It is surprising that the Islamic animated feature film Muhammad: The Last Prophet was 
done with Arab money, but the director and the scriptwriters were American and the 
animators were non-Arab. Also, many animated productions in the Gulf area have been 
made by non-Arab teams; because of the lack of Arab animators and artists, and the low 
salary that can be given to non-Arab workers. Moreover, many animated TV series and 
films have been imported from Japan, Europe and America, and dubbed into Arabic as 
an alternative solution to producing animation in Arab countries, because these imported 
products are cheaper and the quality are high. 
TA: Do you think that the main reason for all these problems in Arab animation is the 
lack of animation academies and festivals in the Arab region?   
MG: I agree with that, there are few academies in the Middle East and Africa which 
teach animation, and most of them concentrate on the technician side by teaching the 
software more than the artistic side. Thus, the quality of Arab students’ projects is not 
good in terms of stories and design, especially if you compare them with Western 
students’ projects. 
In addition, there are only a few small animation festivals in Arab counties, such as 
Egypt, Tunisia, Morocco and a new one in Jordan. There were also festivals which were 
cancelled in Lebanon and Emirates.  But by contrast, Europe and America give 
importance to animation by having many international animation festivals which develop 
filmmakers and the animation industry in their countries. For example, France produces 
hundreds of short and feature animated films every year and promotes their films in the 
domestic and international animation film festivals. 
TA: Why do many  Arab filmmakers in the present not have the abilities to make good 
stories for their films, but on the other hand, Arabs in the past created outstanding 
stories such as One Thousands and One Nights and many other magnificent stories 
suited for making into animation films?   
MG: The problem is that in the process of making Arab animation films; the priority 
always goes to the technical level, and then the script comes last. However, scriptwriting 
is science, and there is a lack of academies in Arab countries with specialist scriptwriting 
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education. If we want to make outstanding animation films such as Western productions, 
we should change the education system and process in the Arab academies. 
TA: I notice that most  Arab animated short films and TV series focus on the dialogue 
more than the visual, sometimes I feel that I’m listening to the radio not watching cinema 
or TV. On the other hand, contemporary animation tries to avoid dialogue and the films 
are visual storytelling supported by music and sounds only, what do you think? 
MG: Actually, the radio used to be the inspiration for Egyptian artists in the 60s, they 
transferred songs and comedy sketches from radio to the screen. They try to visualize 
dialogue which is detrimental to the visual.  
Sometimes, it is hard for me or other Arab nationals to understand the point or the idea 
behind some Arabic TV animated series from Egypt, Jordan, Tunisia and the Gulf 
because it the products are very cultural and maybe just the local residents could 
understand the ideas in these animated clips. I think they should make less dialogue and 
focus on the images and imagination to make it more understandable to all Arabs. 
TA: As an animation filmmaker and researcher, do you thing that there is any difference 
between before and after ‘The Arab Spring’ in producing political animated films? Also 
has Arab political censorship started to lose its power? 
MG: This is true; many Arab political animated films have been produced during and 
after the ‘Arab Spring’.  Last year, Stuttgart Animation Festival invited me to arrange a 
program at their 2012 festival about ‘Revolutionary animation in the Arab world’. At that 
time the Tunisian revolution, which was the first country in the ‘Arab Spring’, had just 
started and I found many films about the revolution within 3 months. This experience 
confirmed to me that Arab artists have been exploring their feelings and ideologies about 
the dictatorship and starting to criticise their political leaders by using ‘black comedy’.  
Before the revolution,  Arab artists couldn’t even use political metaphors in their artworks 
due to censorship and the consequences. A few artists made political films before the 
revolutions such as Akram Agha, the Syrian director of the short animated film The 
General’s Boot (2008), but he lives, and made and screened this film outside his country 
due the censorship in Syria.  If you watch this film, you can see what the director shows 
in his 2008 short political film becomes actual after 3 years; it is exactly the same 
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conditions that have happened recently in the Arab revolutions. And it is the same for 
many Arab artists who made their political art outside their countries. 
Arab films are negatively affected by censorship, and there would  be many creative 
films by artists, whatever his/her nationality, if they have the freedom of expression in 
their work without any censorship by governments. I think the ‘Arab Spring’ became the 
platform for freedom to Arabs animation filmmakers and I hope the work that will be 
produced in the future will reflect our creativity to the world. 
TA: Have you made any Islamic animated films before? 
MG: No, I have not. 
TA:  As you know, there is censorship on Islamic and religious films. For this reason it is 
required to obtain the approval from Islamic authorities before production if the filmmaker 
wants to use Islamic stories for film and/or TV. Also, it is not allowed to represent the 
prophets and other religious figures. Thus, do you think that animation could be the best 
media to solve the representation issue without overlooking Islamic rules and traditions? 
MG: I do not want to argue with Islamic authorities about censorship. We should be 
flexible as Muslim artists to deal with these Islamic stories, and respect our religion, 
tradition, and not conflict with our culture. Animation is a metaphor language and Muslim 
filmmakers could use this language in a clever way and make Islamic films without 
overlooking the Islamic regulations. I do not want to make using Islamic stories and non-
representation of religious figures in films a big issue; there are some good examples of 
making Islamic films without showing the main religious characters, such as the live-
action film The Messenger by Mustafa Alakkad, and the animation T.V series The 
Animals in the Qur’an by Ahmed Bahjat.  
Making religious films is a sensitive issue, and the creativity is limited. We should follow 
Islamic regulations exactly, because it is not subject to alteration like fiction films. But on 
the other hand, there are some religious films and TV series that have been produced 
without the approval from Al-Azhar Islamic Research Academy, but  not been screened 
in Egyptian cinemas or TV, such as The Messenger. 
TA:  Do you think that the Arab animation industry could produce high quality animated 
films and export them to the Arab and international markets?  
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MG: Arab studios have qualified artists and equipment that gives them the opportunity to 
produce strong films, but the problem is the availability of the desire and boldness by 
Arab producers and governments. Usually in the developed world, the governments and 
animation studios support their filmmakers to produce animated films with high budgets 
and promote them. 
The animated film productions in the region are a massive risk due to the unstable 
market, as well as the absence of explicit government support and corporate help. But 
on the other hand, the Arab countries’ market, which includes more than 300 million 
people who speak same language and share the same culture, is promising, if there are 
appropriate mechanisms for marketing and media marketing deal professionally. 
 
Appendix 7 
 
Interview with Mr. Wael Atilli 
Co-founder of Kharabeesh 
Amman, Jordan 
23.10.2012 
 
TA: Could you please talk about your animation production company, Kharabeesh? 
WA: We started our journey in animation in 2007 as a small production house telling stories 
through simple animation and posting them on the internet for free to watch, and purposely 
didn’t plan to make high standard quality animation such as Disney’s and Pixar’s. Basically, 
we celebrate the bad quality; we wanted to create very simple clips which anybody could 
copy, we wanted to ‘democratise the creativity’.  
At the beginning, we tried to find local channels to support and broadcast our projects, but 
we couldn’t find any supporters. The main problem that we had with Arab channels was that 
the government supports most the channels and they don’t have the commercial mentality. 
Therefore, we started to sell our products to mobile telecommunication as mobile content, 
which means that we are working with limited technology - the video size, quality, the small 
screen dimensions, and the file size of 1-2 minutes clip should be less than 500KB. 
Therefore, what can you expect of the output quality? These requirements affect the quality 
of our animation productions. Consequently, we designed our style based on this technology 
and then we carried on. I think that people are looking for creativity not visual quality. 
TA: Could you please talk about the differences between animation productions before and 
after the ‘Arab Spring’? 
WA: I think that the real start of animation in the Arab region was not because of the 
revolution, but as a result of the economic crises worldwide; this played a main part in 
developing the creative art in the Arab world. Why? Wherever the money is available; 
therefore, there is real industry and business. On the other hand, if there is no money, there 
will be only initiatives and self-running.  So, what happened is in 2007 and 2008, Arabs 
focused invest of their money in real estate. Afterwards, when the economy crises happened 
and real estate was affected; Arab investors started to look for alternatives. In 2007 and 
2008, many success stories from the creative art industry were appearing such as Yahoo 
Maktoob, Rubicon and Freej. 
 TA: How does streaming your animation on the web, especially YouTube, become the main 
platform for showing Kharabeesh’s works to Arab people? 
WA: The traditional media played an important role of promoting social media by saying that 
the Arab revolution happened because of the social media. In fact, they made free 
advertising for YouTube, Twitter and Facebook.  Afterwards, Arab people started to use the 
internet and social media. Almost 150-200 million people watch YouTube daily and it 
became one of the most active regions on the internet in the world. This development 
motivated Kharabeesh to use the internet as a main platform; there is no censorship, no 
constraint and we can do whatever we want. Basically, we don’t need to broadcast our work 
on the TV, we only need YouTube; youth target, you could count the viewer’s numbers, and 
people interact more with it. Moreover, technology such as computers and smart phones 
helped to spread Arabic creativity via the internet. 
The main ‘tipping point’ that happened for Kharabeesh, especially via the internet and 
YouTube, is because the Arab revolution.  Our first political video about the Arab revolution 
was on 19th February 2011; after the Tunisian revolution was finished and before the 
Egyptian revolution was started. The clip about the Tunisian president Zain Al Abedeen who 
escapes from Tunisia to Saudi Arabia by plane and calls some other Arab leaders (figure1). 
However, we used the ‘JibJab’ style by using his real head and drawing the body, with 
simple lip-sync; the idea of using the real head is to tell Arab people that this is fact and not a 
joke, because sometimes representing somebody through illustration might be symbolic, but 
we intentionally are looking for Zain Al Abideen in our clip. 
This clip broke all the fear borders; we boldly put our company’s logo on the clip, which talks 
about Arab leaders.  However, Arab people are not used to political sarcasm in animation, 
we might have seen it in cartoons but in animation it didn’t exists. However, this clip spread 
very fast and it was picked up by many international channels such as CNN, BBC and 
France 24. In addition, it was our first video that hit one million viewers. Subsequently, we 
started to make more clips about the Arab revolution in Egypt, Libya, and Syria and so on. 
Afterwards, we had a break from making more clips about the revolution, because we 
realised that things were not going well with the Arab revolution afterwards; the situation of 
the ’Arab Spring’ got more complicated and more sensitive. Basically, the fantasy and the 
romance of the Arab revolution was finished, especially when NATO becomes a part of it in 
Libya. I think this killed the innocence of the Arab revolution. Recently, we carefully make 
some political clips. Also, we are making more varieties of clips, such as social, comedy and 
entertainment, and not only political. 
TA: Has been there any harassment from the government about your political products? 
WA: So far not, but we worry about the new rule of publishing and distribution here in Jordan; 
this rule could affect our reputation as a democratic country. We used to be proud, as 
Jordanian talents, of having a margin of freedom to distribute whatever we wanted on the 
internet, but now this could limit our creativity. 
TA: Why do you think there is no high standard Arab feature animation film? 
WA: I think that Arab talents always wait for funding and support from the government and 
non-profit organization, this is our problem. Therefore, we should think about animation as 
an entertainment business not only as art. We should build this industry by ourselves, there 
are already a few animation studios in the Arab world and I think some of them are working 
on feature animation films, thus, we could be watching a new feature Arab animated film 
soon. 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix 8 
Growing_Festivals List: 
1. Amnesty Human Rights Film Festival 2013, UK.  
2. Franco Arab Film Festival 2013, Jordan.  
3. Capalbio International Short Film Festival 2013, Italy.  
4. Lahore International Children's Film Festival 2013, Pakistan.  
5. Human Screen Festival 2013, Tunisia.  
6. Nour Festival of Arts 2013, UK. 
7. Karama Human Rights Film Festival 2013, Jordan. 
8. Animax Skopje Fest 2013, Macedonia.  
9. Los Angeles International children’s film festival 2013, USA.  
10. Olympia International Film Festival for children and young people 2013, Greece.  
11. European Film Festival 2013, Jordan Film Competition, Jordan. 
12. Zlin Film Festival for Children and Young 2014, Czech Republic  






Appendix 13 
 
Interview with Mr. Osamma Jammal 
CEO of Finemedia Group, Arab Animation Distributor to the USA and 
Europe 
06.11.2012, Chicago, USA 
 
TA: Where is Badr International now? 
OJ: The owner is from Saudi Arabia and he used to live in the USA, the company is in 
Iceland. He invested in the feature animated film Muhammad: The Last Prophet, spending 
around 12 million dollars as a first work from Badr International and he hoped that this was 
going to be a good start. He made agreements with many companies and cinemas to 
distribute and screen the film. But, the film’s production finished at the same period of time 
as 11/9/2001. So, most of the agreements were cancelled by the US cinema and distributers 
due to the Islamic content of the film. The film faced a huge failure in terms of theatrical 
released at that time. Afterward, our company - FineMedia - arranged theatrical release 
during Eid in 2004. It was a big challenge and it was our first time working on theatrical 
release and we learnt a lot from this experience. 
There were plans to make more feature animation films using Arabic stories, but 
unfortunately, there were no profits from Muhammad: The Last Prophet and Badr 
International stopped producing any other films. 
TA: Do you think that not representing the prophets physically is a challenge for any Islamic 
film production? 
OJ: This is one of the biggest challenges from different aspects; technically, in terms of 
storytelling and of course the religious aspect. For example, Al Jazeera Children’s Channel 
bought our animated movies Muhammad: The Last Prophet, Great women and Salman 
Farisi and they screened them during the last Eid. On the other hand, they refused to screen 
and buy the film, Before The Light, because the first scene of the film shows Hajer - the 
mother of the Prophet Ismail - while she was looking for water for her son. Then she hears 
someone calls her name, ‘Hajer, Hajer, Hajer’, she enters the tent and sees her son Ismail 
covered by a blanket and crying. Moreover, the film shows Ameneh and Abdullah, the 
parents of the Prophet Muhammad. Islamic tradition prohibits showing the prophets or their 
familes. Therefore, I think Aljazeera Children’s Channel refused to broadcast and buy this 
animated film. 
I can understand the main reason for not representing the prophets; nobody knows what the 
prophets look like and if we depict them physically, we might destroy their image such as 
different religions have done. Personally, I’m now with representing the prophets. 
The problem is that we cannot represent the prophets in animation films, but different 
regions and religions do represent them, with different storylines from those in our holy 
Qur’an. However, this could make a big problem for our future generations; because they 
could think that what they watch is right and it will stick in their minds. The film industry is 
developing quickly and it is becoming one of the main knowledge resources for the new 
generation. 
TA: Did you try to find any other solutions to representing the prophets, not just the Point of 
View technique? 
OJ: I didn’t think about any other solutions because I believe that the P.O.V should be 
enough to get the point of the film across. 
TA: The film Muhammad: The Last Prophet was made in a Western style similar to 
DreamWorks' and Disney’s styles, and one of its critics called it ‘a western style for a non-
western story’. Do you think that Arabs don’t have style? 
OJ: Unfortunately, the Western style has become a standard. Therefore Arab animation 
artists try to copy the Western style and don’t try to create their own style to attract the 
audience. For example, the Western cinema breaks all the borders worldwide, such as 
Disney’s animated film Aladdin; which is an Arabic story made with amazing technique and 
style. Yes, the film was offensive for Arabs, but the problem about the West is that there are 
no boundaries of creativity and they don’t know other cultures well. Also, they don’t know 
what makes the other cultures happy or angry. Basically, the freedom of creativity and 
speech failed to pass the prohibition of other cultures and regions especially Arabic culture. 
TA: What was your last production? 
OJ: An animated feature film called Bah Ya Bah in 2004, and after that we haven’t produced 
any other films. We have a big archive of completed animated films and series but we are 
holding them until we get a good deal; the Arabic channels are not giving us a good price 
and we want to make some profits. 
TA:  Are there plans for making more animated films in the future? 
OJ: Yes, we are in the process of making some animation projects about world issues such 
as poverty and diseases with cooperate from American non-profit organizations. 




